LADIES’ DELIGHT 



In 1882 Emile Zola finished AU 

BONHEUR DES DAMES LADIES* DELIGHT. 

One of the later novels in the Rougon- 
Macquart series, it is an unforgettable 
and extraordinarily detailed picture of 
Parisian society during the Second 
Empire, told against the background 
of the rise of a revolutionary new 
commercial enterprise, the first big 
department store. 

The characters are pure Zola: Denise, 
a poor orphan from the provinces; 
Octave Mouret, the ruthless self-made 
man and sensual, calculating charmer; 
Madame Aurelic, the tyrant of the dress 
department in Mourct’s store; and many 
others. 

This great social novel shows the 
decline of the old Parisian society and 
the rise of a new age and new class. 
It is more than ever significant to-day 
but the reader will remember it most 
of all for its gripping story and great 
human interest. 
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number eleven of 
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PART I 




I 


De NISE had come on foot from Saint-Lazarc station where, after 
a night spent on the hard bench of a third-class carriage, she and 
her two brothers had been set down by a train from Cherbourg. 
She was holding P^pd’s hand, and Jean was following her: they 
were all three aching from the journey, scared and lo.si in the midst 
of the vast city of Paris. Noses in the air, they were looking at the 
houses, and at each cross-road they asked the way to the Rue de la 
Michodiere where their Uncle Baudu lived. But, just as she was 
finally emerging into the Place Gaillon, tlie girl stopped short in 
surprise. 

‘Ohr she said, ‘just have a look at that, Jean!’ 

And there they stood, huddled together, all in black, w'eaiing out 
their father’s old mourning clothes. She, an under-developed 
twenty-year-old. was carrying a light parcel, while on her other side, 
her small brother of five was hanging on her arm; her big brother, 
in the full flower of his magnificent sixteen years, stood looking 
over her shoulder, his arms dangling. 

‘Well!’ she resumed, after a silence. ‘There's a shop for you!’ 

There was. at the corner of the Rue de la Michodiere and the 
Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin. a drapery-shop, the windows of which, 
on that mild pale October day. were bursting with bright colours. 
The clock at Saint-Roch was striking eight, only those Parisians 
who were early risers were about, workers hurrying to tlieir oflices, 
and housewives hurrying to the shops. Two shop-assi.slanls. stand- 
ing on a double ladder outside the door, had just finished hanging 
up some woollen material, while in the shop window in the Rue 
Neuve-Saint-Augustin another shop-assi.stant, on hand.s and knees 
and with his back turned to them, was daintily folding a piece of 
blue silk. The shop, as yet void of customers and in which the staff 
had only just arrived, was buzzing inside like a beehive waking 
up. 

‘My word!’ said Jean. ‘That beats Valognes. . . . Yours wa.sn’t 
so fine.’ 

Denise tossed her head. She had spent two years in Valognes. at 
Cornaille’s, the foremost draper in the tow-n; and this shop so sud 
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denly encountered, this building which seemed to her enormous, 
brought a lump to her throat and held her there, stirred, 
fascinated, oblivious to everything else. The high door, which cut 
off the corner of the Place Gaillon, was all of glass, surrounded by 
intricate decorations loaded with gilding, and reached to the mez- 
zanine floor. Two allegorical figures, two laughing women, their 
bare bosoms exposed, were unrolling an inscription: au bon- 
HEUR DES DAMES. And the shop windows continued beyond, skirt- 
ing the Rue de la Michodiere and the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin 
where, apart from the corner house, they occupied four other houses 
which had recently been bought and converted, two on the left and 
two on the right. Seen in perspective, with the show windows on the 
ground floor and the plate-glass mezzanine floor windows, behind 
which all the internal life of the departments was visible, it 
seemed to her to be an endless vista. Upstairs a girl in a silk dress 
was sharpening a pencil, while near her two other girls were unfold- 
ing some velvet coats. 

“Au Bonheur des Dames.' Jean read out with his romantic laugh 
— the laugh of a handsome adolescent who had already had an 
affair witli a woman at Valogncs. ‘That's nice, isn’t it? That should 
make people flock here! ’ 

But Denise remained absorbed in front of the display at the main 
door. There, outside in the street, on the pavement itself, was a 
cascade of cheap good.s. the bait at the entrance, bargains which 
stopped passers-by. It all fell from above: pieces of woollen material 
and bunting. Merino. Cheviot cloth, flannels, were falling from the 
mezzanine floor, floating like flags, with their neutral tones — slate- 
grey. navy blue, olivc-grecii — broken up by the w'hite cards of the 
price tickets. To the side, framing the threshold, strips of fur were 
likewise hanging, straight bands for dress trimmings, the fine ash 
of squirrel, the pure snow of swansdown. imitation ermine and imi- 
tation marten made of rabbit. And below this, on shelves and tables, 
surrounded by a pile of remnants, there was a profusion of knitted 
goods being sold for a .song, gloves and knitted woollen scarves, 
hooded capes, cardigans, a regular winter display of variegated col- 
ours, mottled, slrijTcd, with bleeding stains of red. Denise saw a tar- 
tan material at forty-live centimes, strips of American mink at one 
franc, and mittens at iwenly-rue centimes. It was a giant fair-ground 
spread of hawker s wares, as if the shop were bursting and throw- 
ing its surplus into the street. 

Uncle Baudu was forgotten. Even Pep6. who had not let go his 
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sister’s hand, was staring with wide-open eyes. A carriage forced 
all three of them to leave the centre of the square; mechanically they 
went along the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin, past the shop windows, 
stopping again in front of each fresh display. First they were at- 
tracted by a complicated arrangement: above, umbrellas, placed 
obliquely, seemed to be forming the roof of some rustic hut; below, 
suspended from rods and displaying the rounded outline of calves 
of the leg. there were silk stockings, some strewn with bunches of 
roses, others of every hue — black net, red with embroidered clocks, 
flesh-coloured ones with a satiny texture which had the softness of 
a blonde woman’s skin; lastly, on the backcloth of the shelves, 
gloves were symmetrically distributed, their fingers elongated, their 
palms tapering like those of a Byzantine virgin, with the slitf and 
seemingly adolescent grace of womens’ clothes which have never 
been worn. But the last window, above all. held their attention. A 
display of silks, satins and velvets was blossoming out there, in a 
supple and shimmering range of the most delicate flower tones; at 
the summit were the velvets, of deepest black, and as white as curds 
and whey; lower down were the satins, pinks and blues with bright 
folds gradually fading into infinitely tender pallors; further down 
still were the silks, all the colours of the rainbow, pieces of silk 
rolled up into shells, folded as if round a drawn-in waist, brought 
to life by the knowing hands of the shop-assistants: and, between 
each motive, between each coloured phrase of the display, there ran 
a discreet accompaniment, a delicate gathered strand of cream-col- 
oured foulard. And there, in colossal heaps at either end, were the 
two silks for which the shop held exclusive rights, the Paris-Bon- 
heur and the Cuir-d’Or, exceptional wares which were to revolution- 
ize the drapery trade. 

‘Oh! that faille at five francs sixty!’ murmured Denise amazed at 
the Paris-Bonheur. 

Jean was beginning to feel bored. He stopped a passer-by. 

‘The Rue de la Michodidre. Monsieur?’ 

When it had been pointed out to him, the first on the right, the 
three retraced their steps, going round the shop. But. as she was 
entering the street. Denise was caught again by a shop window where 
ladies’ dresses were being displayed. At Cornaille’s in Valognes. 
ready-made clothes had been her speciality. But never had she seen 
anything like that! She was rooted to the pavement in admiration. 
In the background a great shawl of Brussels lace, of considerable 
value, extended like an altar cloth, its two russetty-whitc wings un- 
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furled; flounces of Alengon lace were strewn as garlands; then there 
was a lavish, shimmering stream of every kind of lace. Mechlin. Val- 
enciennes, Brussels applitiu6, Venetian lace, like a fail of snow. To 
the right and left, pieces of cloth stood erect in sombre columns, 
which made the distant tabernacle seem even further away. And 
there, in that chapel dedicated to the worship of feminine graces, 
were the clothes: occupying the central position there was a garment 
quite out of the common, a velvet coat trimmed with silver fox; on 
one side of it. a silk cloak lined with squirrel: on the other side, a 
cloth overcoat edged with cock’s feathers; and lastly evening wraps 
in white Cashmir, in white quilted silk, trimmed with swansdown 
or chenille. Tlierc was something for every whim, from evening 
wraps at twenty-nine francs, to the velvet coat which was labelled 
eighteen hundred francs. The dummies’ round bosoms swelled out 
the material, their ample hips exaggerated the narrowness of the 
waists, their missing heads were replaced by large tickets with pins 
stuck through them into the red bunting in the necks; while mirrors 
on either side of die windows, by a deliberate trick, reflected and 
multiplied them endlessly, populated the street with these beautiful 
women who were for sale, and who bore their prices in large figures, 
in place of their heads. 

‘They’re first rate!’ murmured Jean, who could think of no other 
way of expressing his emotion. 

This lime he had become motionless again himself, his mouth 
oi>:n. All this luxurious femininity was making him pink with pleas- 
ure. He had the beauty of a girl, beauty which he seemed to have 
stolen from his sister— dazzling skin, curly auburn hair, lips and 
eyes moist with love. Compared to him, in her astonishment Denise 
looked even thinner, her mouth too large in her long face, her com- 
plexion beneath her pale head of hair already tired. And P6p6, fair 
too with the fairness of childhood, was pressing even closer to her, 
as if overcome by an anxious desire for affection, confused and en- 
tranced by the beautiful ladies in the shop window. The three fair 
figures poorly clad in black, the sad young girl between the pretty 
child and the superb boy, were so conspicuous and so charming 
standing there on the pavement, that passers-by were turning round 
and smiling at them. 

For some time a fat man with white hair and a big yellowish face, 
who was standing on the threshold of a shop at the other end of the 
street, had been looking at them. There he had been standing, his 
eyes bloodshot, his mouth contracted, beside himself with rage at 
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the displays at the Bonheur des Dames, when the sight of the young 
girl and her brothers had completed his exasperation. What were 
they doing there, those three simpletons, standing gaping at a 
mountebank’s tomfoolery? 

‘But what about Uncle?’ Denise pointed out suddenly, as if wak- 
ing with a start. 

‘We are in the Rue de la Michodi^re,’ said Jean. ‘He must live 
somewhere near here.’ 

They raised their heads and looked about them. Then, just in 
front of them, above the fat man, they saw a green signboard, its 
yellow letters discoloured by rain: au vieil eldeuf, cloths and 
FLANNELS. BAUDU (FORMERLY: hauchecorne). The house, painted 
with ancient, mildewed whitewash, and squat in comparison 
to the big Louis XIV mansions adjacent to it, had only three front 
windows; and these windows, square and without shutters, were 
decorated merely with an iron railing, two crossed bars. But of all 
this bareness, what most struck Denise, whose eyes were still full 
of the bright displays at the Bonheur des Dames, was the shop on 
the ground floor, crushed down by a low ceiling, surmounted by a 
very low mezzanine floor, with prison-like, half-moon shaped win- 
dows. To the right and the left, woodwork of the same colour as the 
signboard— bottle-green, shaded by time with ochre and pitch— sur- 
rounded two deep-set shop windows, black and dusty, in which 
one could vaguely distinguish bits of material piled up. The door, 
which was ajar, seemed to open on to the dank gloom of a cellar. 

‘This is it,’ said Jean. 

‘Well, we’d better go in,’ Denise declared. ‘Let’s go. Come on, 
P6p6.’ 

Yet they all three faltered, suddenly nervous. When their father 
had died, a victim of the same fever which had carried off their 
mother a month earlier, their Uncle Baudu, overwhelmed by this 
double bereavement, had indeed written to his niece that there 
would always be room for her in his house if she should ever wish 
to try her fortune in Paris; but this letter had been written almost 
a year ago, and the girl now felt sorry that she had left Valognes 
like that, on the spur of the moment, without warning her uncle. 
He did not know them at all. for he had never set foot in Valognes 
again since he had left there, as quite a young man, to become a 
junior assistant in the draper’s shop of Monsieur Hauchecorne, 
whose daughter he had subsequently married. 

‘Monsieur Baudu?’ Denise inquired, finally bringing herself to 
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speak to the fat man, who was still looking at them, surprised at 

their behaviour. 

‘That’s me,” he answered. 

Then, blushing deeply, Denise stammered: 

‘Oh thank goodness! I am Denise, and here is Jean and this is 

Pepe. . . . You see, we did come. Uncle.’ 

Baudu seemed to be stupefied. His. big bloodshot eyes wavered 
in his yellow face, his slow words were confused. It was evident that 
he had been very far from thinking of this family which had fallen 
on him out of the blue. 

‘What’s this! What’s this! You here!’ he repeated several times. 
‘But you were in Valognes! Why aren’t you in Valognes? 

In her gentle voice, which was trembling a little, she had 
to explain to him. After the death of their father, who had squan- 
dered every penny he had in his dye-works, she had mothered the 
two children. What she had earned at Cornaille's had not been 
suftic.w.it to feed all three of them. Jean had been working well with 
a cabinet-maker w’ho mended antique furniture, but he had not re- 
ceived a penny for it. All the same, he had developed a taste for old 
things, he carved figures in wood; in fact, one day he had found a 
piece of ivory and had amused himself by making a head out of it 
which a gentleman w'ho was passing through the town had seen; and 
it was precisely this gentleman who, by finding a job wnth an ivory- 
worker in Paris for Jean, had made them decide to leave Valognes. 

‘You see. Uncle, Jean will start his apprenticeship as from to- 
morrow. at his new master’s. They don’t want any money from me. 
he will be housed and fed. ... So 1 thought that PtSp6 and I would 
always be able to manage. We can’t be more unhappy than we were 
at Valognes.’ 

What she did not mention was Jean’s amorous escapade, letters 
written to a very young girl of the local aristocracy, kisses exchanged 
over a \sall. quite a scandal which had made her decide to leave; 
and she had accompanied her brother to Paris above all in order 
to watch over him. for she was a prey to maternal fears for this big 
child, who was so handsome and so gay that all the women adored 
him. 

Uncle Baudu was having difficulty in recovering. He was repeat- 
ing his questions. Meanwhile, when he had listened to what she 
told him about her brothers, lie addressed her, using the familiar 
second jierson singular. 

‘So your father didn’t leave you anything? I did think he stiU 
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had a little left. Oh, I told him often enough in my letters not to 
take that dye-works! He had a good heart, but not an ounce of 
sense. . . . And you were left with these lads on your hands, you 
had to feed this little loti’ 

His irascible face had lightened, his eyes were no longer blood- 
shot as when he had been looking at the Bonheur des Dames. Sud- 
denly he noticed that he was barring the door. 

‘Come along,' he said. ‘Come in, since you've turned up. . . . 
Come in, it’s better than wasting your time looking at nonsense.’ 

And, having directed a last furious scowl at the displays opposite, 
he made way for the children and went into the shop, calling his 
wife and daughter as he did so. 

‘Elizabeth, Genevieve, come along do. here are some people to 
see you!’ 

But the gloom of the shop made Denise and the boys hesitate. 
Blinded by the daylight of the street, they were blinking as if on the 
verge of some unknown chasm, feeling the ground with their feet 
with an instinctive fear of some treacherous step. This vague dread 
drew them together and. keeping even closer to each other, the little 
boy still clutching the girl's skirts and the big boy behind, they made 
their entrance gracefully, smiling and nervous. The morning bright- 
ness made the black silhouette of their mourning clothes stand out. 
an oblique light gilded their fair hair. 

‘Come in, come in,’ repealed Baudu. 

In a few brief sentences, he explained everything to Madame 
Baudu and her daughter. The former was a little woman riddled 
with anajmia, white all over, with white hair, white eyes, white 
lips. Genevieve, in whom her mother’s physical deficiency was even 
more pronounced, had the debility and the colourlessness of a plant 
grown in the dark. And yet she had a melancholy charm which she 
owed to her magnificent black hair, miraculously growing out of 
that miserable flesh. 

‘Come in,’ said the two women in their turn. ‘Welcome!’ 

And they made Denise sit down behind the counter. P6p6 im- 
mediately climbed on to his sister’s lap. while Jean, leaning against 
some panelling, kept close to her. They were becoming reassured, 
were looking at the shop, where their eyes were growing used to 
the darkness. Now they could see it, its low ceiling blackened with 
smoke, its oak counters polished with use, its age-old showcases 
with strong hasps. Bales of dark-coloured goods reached right up to 
<. the rafters. The smell of cloth and dyes, a sharp, chemical smell. 
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seemed to be increased tenfold by the dampness of the floor-boards. 
At the back of the shop two male assistants and a girl were putUng 

away lengths of white flannel. 

‘Perhaps this little man would like to have somethmg to eat? 

said Madame Baudu, smiling at P6pe. r -ii, « 

‘No, thank you,’ Denise answered, ‘We had a glass of milk m a 

And, as Genevieve was looking at the light parcel she had put on 

the floor, she added: 

“I left our trunk there.’ 

She blushed: she understood that in polite circles people did not 
turn up out of the blue like that. Already, in the carnage, as soon 
as the train had left Valognes. she had felt full of regret; and that 
was why, on their arrival, she had left the trunk at the station and 

given the children their breakfast. 

‘Look here,’ said Baudu suddenly, ‘let’s be brief and to the 

point I did write to you. it’s true, but it \vas a year ago; and 

you see. my dear, business has not been going at all well, for a 

ycsr. . , / 

He slopped, strangled by an emotion w'hich he did not wish to 
show. Madame Baudu and Genevieve wdth a resigned air had 


lowered their eyes. 

‘Oil!’ he continued, ‘it’s a crisis which will pass. I’m not at all 

worried Only. I’ve reduced my stalT. there are only three people 

now. and the time is certainly not ripe for engaging a fourth. In 
short, my dear. I can’t take you on as I offered to.’ 

Denise was listening to him. startled, very pale. He rubbed it in 

by adding: 

‘It wouldn’t bew’orlh it. neither for you nor us.' 

'Very well. Uncle,’ she finally said bleakly. ‘I shall try to manage 

all the same.’ 

The Raudus w'ere not bad people. But they complained of never 
having had any luck. At the time w’hen their business had been going 
well they had had to bring up five boys, of wliom three had died be- 
fore they were twenty: the fourth had gone to the bad, the fifth, a cap- 
tain. had just left for Mexico. They had no one left but Genevieve. 
Tlieir family liad cost them a great deal, and Baudu had completed 
his own ruin by purchasing a great barn of a house at Rambouillet, 
his father-in-law’s home town. Consequently there was a growing 
bitterness beneath his fanatical loyally, which was that of a trades- 
man of the old school. 
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‘One lets people know,’ he went on, gradually getting angry at his 
own hardness. ‘You could have written to me, I should have replied 
that you should stay there. ... To be sure, when I heard of your 
father’s death I said the usual things to you. But you turn up here, 
without warning It’s very embarrassing.’ 

He was raising his voice, relieving his feelings. His wife and 
daughter, submissive people that they were who never made so bold 
as to interfere, were still looking at the ground. Meanwhile Jean 
had turned very pale, whereas Denise had clasped the terrified P^p6 
to her bosom. She let fall two big tears. 

‘Very well. Uncle,’ she repeated. ‘We will go away.’ 

At that he controlled himself. An embarrassed silence reigned. 
Then he resumed in a surly tone: 

‘I’m not going to turn you out of the house. . . . Since you’re here 
now, you may as well sleep upstairs this evening. Afterwards, we’ll 
see.’ 

At that Madame Baudu and Genevieve understood with a glance 
that they could go ahead and make arrangements. Everything was 
settled. There was no need to do anything for Jean. As to P6pe, it 
would be perfect for him with Madame Gras, an old lady who lived 
on the ground floor of a house in the Rue des Orties, where she 
took in young children at forty francs a month, full board. Denise 
declared that she had enough money to pay for the first month. It 
only remained for her to find a place herself. It would be easy to 
find her a job in the neighbourhood. 

‘Wasn’t Vin^ard looking for a sales-girl?’ said Genevieve. 

‘Why, so he was!’ exclaimed Baudu. ‘We’ll go and see him after 
lunch. We must strike while the iron’s hot!’ 

Not a single customer had come to interrupt this family conclave. 
The shop remained dark and empty. In the background the two 
male assistants and the girl continued their task, making whispered, 
sibilant remarks. However, three ladies did eventually appear, and 
Denise remained alone for a moment. Heavy-hearted at the thought 
of their approaching separation, she kissed P^p6 who, affectionate 
as a kitten, was hiding his head without saying a word. When Mad- 
ame Baudu and Genevieve came back they found him being very 
good, and Denise assured them that he never made more noise; he 
would remain silent for whole days on end. living on love. Then, 
until lunch-time, the three women talked about children, house- 
keeping, life in Paris and in the provinces, using the short vague 
sentences of relations who are rather embarrassed at not knowing 
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each other. Jean had gone out on to the doorstep of the shop and, 
intrigued by the life in the street, he remained there, smiling at the 

pretty girls who passed. 

At ten o’clock a maid appeared. Usually the first meal was served 
for Baudu Genevieve, and the first assistant. There was a second 
meal at eleven o’clock for Madame Baudu, the other male assistant. 

and the girl. . , 

‘Let’s have a bite!’ exclaimed the draper, turning towards his 

niece. ,, . 

And. as the others were all already seated in the cramped dining- 
room at the back of the shop, he called the first assistant who was 
lagging behind. 

‘Colomban!’ 

The young man apologized, saying he had wanted to ^ish arrang- 
ing some flannel. He was a fat lad of twenty-five, stupid but crafty. 
His honest face, with its big, flabby mouth, had wily eyes. 

‘The devil you were! There’s a time for everything.’ said Baudu 
who, squarely installed, was cutting a piece of cold veal with a mas- 
ter’s prudence and skill, with a glance weighing up the meagre por- 
tions to an ounce. 

He served everyone, and even cut some bread. Denise had put 
P^p6 close to her in order to see that he ale properly. But the dark 
room made her feel uneasy; as she was looking at it she felt a lump 
in her throat, for she was used to the spacious rooms, bare and 
light, of her native province. A single window opened on to a little 
inside courtyard which communicated with the street by means of 
a dark alley; and this yard, soaking wet and reeking, was like the 
bottom of a well into which there fell a circle of sinister light. On 
winter days the gas had to be alight from morning to night. When 
the weather was good enough for it not to be lit. the effect was even 
more depressing. It was a moment before Denise’s eyes were suffici- 
ently accustomed to the dark to distinguish what was on her plate. 

‘There’s a fellow with a good appetite,’ Baudu declared, noticing 
that Jean had polished off his veal. ‘If he works as much as he eats, 
he'll be a tough man. . . . But what about you, my dear, you’re not 
eating? And now that we can talk, tell me why you didn’t get mar- 
ried at Valognes?’ 

Denise put down the glass which she was raising to her mouth. 
‘Oh! Uncle, me get married? You don’t mean it! . . . And the 
little ones?’ 

She ended up by laughing, so quaint did the idea seem to her. In 
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any case, would any man have wanted her, without a penny, as thin 
as a rake and not, so far, beautiful? No. no. she would never marry, 
she already had enough with two children. 

‘You’re mistaken,’ her uncle repeated, ‘a woman always needs a 
man. If you’d found a decent young chap you wouldn’t have landed 
on the street in Paris, like gypsies, you and your brothers.’ 

He broke off in order once more to divide, with a parsimony that 
was nothing if not fair, a dish of bacon and potatoes which the maid 
was bringing. Then, indicating Genevieve and Colomban with a 
spoon, he continued: 

‘Why, those two there will be married in the spring, if the winter 
season is good.’ 

It was a tradition in the shop. The founder, Aristide Finet, had 
given his daughter D6sir6e to his first assistant, Hauchecorne; he, 
Baudu, who had arrived in the Rue de la Michodiere with seven 
francs in his pocket, had married old man Hauchecorne’s daughter. 
Elizabeth: and he intended, in his turn, to hand over his daughter 
Genevieve and the shop to Colomban. as soon as business revived. 
If that would mean having to postpone a marriage which had been 
decided on three years earlier, he did so from scruple, from stub- 
bornness born of integrity: he had received the business in a pros- 
perous state, he did not wish to hand it over to a son-in-law with 
fewer customers and when business was uncertain. 

Baudu went on talking, introduced Colomban. who came from 
Rambouillet like Madame Baudu’s father: they were even distantly 
related, in fact. He was a great worker and. for ten years, had been 
slogging away in the shop and had really earned his promotions! 
Besides, he wasn’t just anybody, his father w-as that old sinner Col- 
omban, a veterinary surgeon known throughout the Seine-cl-Oise. 
an artist in his own line, but so fond of food that there was nothing 
he wouldn’t eat. 

‘Thank God!’ said the draper in conclusion. ‘Even if his father 
does drink and chase skirls, the boy has been able to learn the value 
of money here.’ 

While he was talking Denise was studying Colomban and Gene- 
vieve. They were sitting next to each other; but they remained there 
quite calmly, without a blush, without a smile. Since his first day 
in the shop the young man had been counting on this marriage. He 
had passed through all the different stages, junior assistant, salaried 
salesman, had been admitted finally to the confidences and pleasures 
of the family, and had gone through it all patiently, leading a clock- 
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work-like life, and looking on Genevieve as an excellent and hon- 
est business deal. The certitude that she would be his prevented 
him from desiring her. And the girl, too, had grown accustomed to 
loving him, but she loved him with all the seriousness of her re- 
served nature; and although in the tame, regular, every-day ewstence 
which she led she did not realize it herself, she loved him with 

deep passion. , • 

‘When people like each other, and when it’s possible. . . . Demse 

felt forced to say with a smile, in order to be nice. 

‘Yes, it always ends up like that in the end,’ declared Colomban, 
who had not yet said a word, but was slowly munching. 

Genevieve, after giving him a long glance, said in her turn: 

‘People must get on together, afterwards it’s plain sailing.* 

Their fondness for each other had grown up in this ground-floor 
shop in old Paris. It was like a flower in a cellar. For ten years she 
had known no one but him. had spent her days beside him, behind 
the same piles of cloth, in the depths of the shop’s gloom; and. 
morning and evening, they had met again side by side in the cram- 
ped dining-room, as chilly as a well. They could not have been more 
lost, more buried, in the depths of the country beneath the leaves. 
Only a doubt, a jealous fear, was to make the girl discover that, 
from emptiness of heart and boredom of mind, she had given herself 
for ever in the midst of those conspiring shadows. 

Yet Denise thought she noticed a dawning anxiety in the glance 
which Genevieve had cast at Colomban. Therefore, in a kindly way, 
she replied: 

‘Nonsense! When people love each other, they always get on to- 
gether.’ 

But Baudu was superintending the table with authority. He had 
distributed slivers of brie, and in honour of his relatives he ordered 
a second dessert, a pot of gooseberry preserves — such liberality 
appeared to surprise Colomban. P<Sp6, who had been very good un- 
til then, behaved badly over the preserves. Jean, whose interest had 
been aroused by the conversation about marriage, was staring at 
his cousin Genevieve, whom he considered loo lifeless, too pale; 
deep inside him he was comparing her to a little while rabbit, with 
black ears and red eyes. 

‘That’s enough chat, we must make room for the others!’ the 
draper concluded, giving the signal to leave the table. ‘Just because 
we’ve allowed ourselves a treat, its no reason for taking an unfair 
advantage over everything.’ 
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Madame Baudu, the other male assistant, and the girl came and 
sat down at the table in their turn. Once more Denise remained sit- 
ting alone near the door, waiting until her uncle was able to take 
her to see Vin^ard. P6p6 was playing at her feet, Jean had taken up 
his observation post on the doorstep again. And, for almost an hour, 
she watched what was happening around her. At infrequent inter- 
vals customers came into the shop: one lady appeared, then two 
more. The shop retained its smell of age, its half-light, in which all 
the way of business of bygone days, good-natured and simple, seem- 
ed to be weeping at its neglect. But what fascinated her was the Bon- 
heur des Dames on the other side of the road, for she could see the 
shop windows through the open door. The sky was still overcast, 
the mildness brought by rain was warming the air in spite of the 
season; and in the pale daylight which seemed to be sparsely dusted 
with s uns hine the great shop was coming to life, business was in full 
swing. 

Now Denise had the sensation of a machine working at high 
pressure, the impetus of which seemed to reach to the very displays 
themselves. They were no longer the cold shop windows of the morn- 
ing; now they seemed to be warmed, and to be vibrating with the 
bustle inside. A crowd was looking at them, women who had stop- 
ped were crushing each other in front of the windows. There was a 
regular mob, made brutal by covetousness. And these passions of 
the street were giving life to the materials: the laces seemed to be 
shivering, then subsiding again with an exciting air of mystery, con- 
cealing the depths of the shop as they did so; the very pieces of cloth, 
thick and square, were breathing, exuding a whiff of temptation, 
while the overcoats were drawing themselves up even more on the 
lay-figures, who themselves were acquiring souls, and the huge vel- 
vet coat was billowing out, supple and warm, as if on shoulders of 
flesh and blood, with heaving breast and quivering hips. But the 
furnace-like heat with which the shop was ablaze was coming, above 
all. from the selling, from the bustle of the counters, which could be 
sensed behind the walls. From there came the continuous rumble 
of a machine at work, of customers crowding in the departments, 
bedazzled by the merchandise, then propelled towards the cash 
desk. And all this regulated, organized with the remorselessness of 
a machine; a vast horde of women caught in the wheels of an inevit- 
able force. 

Since the morning Denise had been undergoing temptation. 
This shop, to her so vast, which she had seen more people enter in 
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one hour than had visited Comaille’s in six months, dazed and at- 
tracted her; and in her desire to penetrate within it there was a vague 
fear, which made her all the more fascinated. At the same time, her 
uncle’s shop gave her an uneasy feeling. She felt an irrational dis- 
dain, an instinctive repugnance for this frigid hide-out of old-fash- 
ioned methods of business. All the sensations she had passed 
through, her anxious entry, her relations’ sour welcome, the depres- 
sing lunch in the dungeon-like darkness, her long wait in the drowsy 
solitude of the old house in its death throes— all this was combining 
to form a veiled protest, a passionate desire for life and for light. 
And, in spite of her kind heart, her eyes always went back to the 
Bonheur des Dames, as if the sales-girl in her felt a need to take 
fresh warmth from the blaze of that huge sale. 

She let slip a remark: 

‘They’ve got plenty of people there, at any rate! ’ 

But she regretted her words when she caught sight of the Baudus 
nearby. Madame Baudu, who had finished her lunch, was standing 
up. white as a sheet, her white eyes fixed on the monster; and, re- 
signed though she was, she could not see it, could not thus by 
chance catch sight of it on the other side of the street, without dumb 
despair making her eyes fill with tears. As to Genevieve, with grow- 
ing anxiety she was watching Colomban who, not knowing that he 
was being observed, was looking in rapture at the girls selling coats, 
whose department was visible behind the mezzanine windows. 
Baudu, rage on his face, contented himself by saying: 

‘All is not gold that glitters, you just wait!’ 

Obviously the family was choking back the surge of resentment 
which was rising in its throat. A sense of self-respect prevented it 
from letting itself go so soon in front of the children who had only 
arrived that morning. In the end. the draper made an effort, and 
turned round in order to drag himself away from the sight of the 
selling going on opposite. 

‘Well’, he v.'ent on. ‘let’s go and see about Vin9ard. Jobs are very 
sought after, to-morrow it may be too late.’ 

But, before going out. he told the second assistant to go to the 
station to fetch Denise's trunk. For her part Madame Baudu, to 
whom the girl had entrusted P6p6, decided that she would take ad- 
vantage of a free moment by going with the little boy to Madame 
Gras in the Rue des Orties in order to have a chat with her and 
come to some agreement. Jean promised his sister that he would 
not quit the shop. 
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‘It’ll only take a couple of minutes,’ Baudu explained as he was 
going along the Rue Gaillon with his niece. ‘Vin?ard specializes in 
silks, and he's still doing some business in that line. Oh. he has h«s 
difficulties, like everyone else, but he’s artful and makes both ends 
meet by being as stingy as can be. But I think he wants to retire, be- 
cause of his rheumatism.’ . 

The shop was in the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs. near the 
Choiseul Arcade. It was clean and light, smart in an up-to-date way. 
though small and poorly stocked. Baudu and Denise found Vin^ard 

deep in conference with two gentlemen. 

‘Don’t bother about us.’ exclaimed the draper. ‘We re not m a 

hurry, we’ll wait.’ , , jj j u 

And. going tactfully back towards the door he added, bending 

down to the girl’s ear: • . n 

‘The thin one is at the Bonheur, assistant buyer in the silk depart- 
ment. and the fat one is a manufacturer from Lyons.’ 

Denise gathered that Vin^ard was puffing up his shop to Robineau. 
the assistant from the Bonheur des Dames. With a frank air and open 
manner he was giving his word of honour with the 
whose style would not be cramped by oaths of that kind. According 
to him. the shop was a gold mine; and. bursting as he was wnh rud 
health, he broke olf in order to complain, to whine about his con- 
founded pains which were forcing him to give up making his for- 
tune. But Robineau. highly-strung and anxious was interrupiino 

him impatiently: he knew about the slump which 

through, he quoted a shop specializing in silks which Jjad already 

been killed by the proximity of the Bonheur. Vmi;ard. blazing wit 

anger, raised his voice. . •, ui , 

‘To be sure! That silly old chump Vabre s crash was inevitable. 

His wife squandered everything. . . . Besides, here we arc more than 

five hundred yards away, whereas Vabre was right next door l 


Then Gaujean. the silk manufacturer, broke into the 
Once more their voices were lowered. Gaujean was accusing the big 
stores of ruining the French textile industry; three or four of diem 
were dictating to it. were ruling the market; and he insinuated that 
the only way to fight against them was to encourage small businesses, 
above all those which specialized, for the future belonged to them. 
For this reason he was offering very generous credit to f^obine^. 

‘Look how the Bonheur has treated you!’ he repeated. They 
take no account of services rendered, they’re just machines for ex- 
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ploiting people They promised you the job of buyer ag« ago, 

and then Bouthemont. who came from outside and had no right to 

it, got it in the end.’ 

This injustice was still rankling with Robineau. All the same, he 
was hesitating about setting up in business himself, he explained that 
the money was not his; his wife had inherited sixty thousand francs, 
and he was full of scruples about this sum because, so he said, he 
would rather cut both his hands off on the spot than risk it^in bad 

business. 

‘No. I have not made up my mind,’ he concluded at last. Give 
me time to think it over, we’ll discuss it again.’ 

‘As you like,’ said Vin9ard. hiding his disappointment under a 
good-natured air. ‘It’s not in my own interest to sell. Really, if it 
wasn’t for my rheumatism. . . .’ 

And, returning to the centre of the shop he said: 

‘What can I do for you. Monsieur Baudu?’ 

The draper, who was listening with one ear, introduced Denise, 
told as much as he thought necessary of her story, said that she had 
been working in the provinces for two years. 

‘And, as I hear that you’re looking for a good sales-girl. . . .’ 

Vin9ard pretended to be in great despair. 

‘Oh! that is bad luck! Certainly, I was looking for a sales-girl for 
over a week. But I've just engaged one, less than two hours ago,’ 

A silence fell. Denise seemed to be overwhelmed with dismay. 
Then Robineau. who was looking at her with interest, no doubt 
touched by her poor appearance, volunteered some informa- 
tion. 

‘I know that they want someone at our place in the mantle depart- 
ment.’ 

Baudu could not suppress a heart-felt exclamation: 

‘At your place! My goodness — no!’ 

Then he became embarrassed. Denise had blushed all over; never 
would she dare to go into that huge shop! And the idea of being 
there filled lier with pride. 

‘Why not?’ resumed Robineau, surprised. ‘On the contrary, it 
would be a bit of luck for her ... I’d advise her to go to see Mad- 
ame Aurdlie, the buyer, to-morrow morning. The worst that can 
happen is that they won’t take her.’ 

The draper, in order to hide his inner revulsion, launched into 
vague phrases; he knew Madame Aur^lie, or at any rate her hus- 
band, Lhomme, the cashier, a fat man who had had his right arm 
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cut off by an omnibus. Then, abruptly coming back to Denise, he 
said: 

‘In any case, it’s her affair, not mine. . . . She’s quite free. , . . 
And he went out, after saying good-bye to Gaujean and Robineau. 
Vin9ard accompanied him to the door, once more saying how sorry 
he was. The girl had remained in the middle of the shop, self-con- 
scious, anxious to get fuller information from the shop-assistant. 
But she did not dare, and said good-bye in her turn, adding simply: 
‘Thank you. Monsieur.’ 

Once in the street. Baudu did not s^ak to his niece. He was walk- 
ing fast, forcing her to run, as if carried away by his own thoughts. 
In the Rue de la Michodi^re he was about to go into his house when 
a neighbouring shopkeeper who was standing outside his door made 
a sign to attract him. Denise stopped to wait for him. 

‘What is it. Bourras. old chap?’ asked the draper. 

Bourras was a tall old man, long-haired and bearded, with the 
head of a prophet and piercing eyes under great bushy eyebrows. He 
had a walking-stick and umbrella business, did repairs, and even 
carved handles, a skill which had earned for him in the neighbour- 
hood the renown of an artist. Denise glanced at the shop windows, 
where umbrellas and walking-sticks were lined up in regular ranks. 
But she looked up, and above all she was astonished by the house: 
it was a hovel, squashed in between the Bonheur des Dames and a 
large Louis XIV mansion, pushed, no one could tell how, into the 
narrow crevice, at the bottom of which its two low stories were col- 
lapsing. Without supports on the right and left it would have fallen 
down; the slates on its roof were crooked and rotten, its fafade 
scarr^ with cracks and running with long streaks of iron mould 
on the half-eaten-away woodwork of the signboard. 

‘You know, he’s written to my landlord about buying the house.’ 
said Bourras. looking at the draper intently with his blazing eyes. 

Baudu became even paler, and hunched his shoulders. There was 
a silence, the two men remained looking at each other with a seri- 
ous air. 

‘One must be prepared for everything,’ he murmured finally. 

At that the old man flew into a passion, shaking his hair and his 
flowing beard. 

‘Let him buy the house, he’ll pay four times its value for it! But 
I swear to you that while I’m still alive he shan’t have a single stone 
of it. My lease is for twelve more years. . . . We’ll see. we’ll seel’ 

It was a declaration of war. Bourras turned round towards the 
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Bonheur des Dames, which neither of them had named For an in- 
stant Baudu tossed his head in silence; then he crossed the street to 
go to his house, his legs worn out. repeating only: 

‘Oh! God! ... Oh! God!’ , wj 

Denise who had been listening, followed her uncle, Madame 
Baudu came in loo with Pep6; and she said at once that Madame 
Gras would lake the child whenever they so desired. But Jean had 
just disappeared, which worried his sister. When he returned, his 
face alight, talking excitedly about the boulevard, she looked at him 
in a sad way which made him blush. Their trunk had been brought, 

and they were to sleep upstairs in the attic. 

‘By the way, what happened at Vin^ard’s?’ asked Madame Baudu. 

The draper told her about his fruitless errand, then added that he 
had been told about a job for his niece; and. with his arm stretched 
out towards the Bonheur des Dames in a gesture of contempt, he 
blurted out the words; 

‘In there, to be sure!’ 

The whole family fell Imrl about it. In the evening, the first meal 
was at five o'clock. Denise and the two children once more took their 
places with Baudu, Genevieve and Colomban. The small dining- 
room was lit by a gas jet, and the smell of food was stifling. The 
meal proceeded in silence. But during the dessert Madame Baudu, 
who was restless, left the shop to come and sit down behind her 
niece. And then the wave which had been under control since the 
morning broke, and they all relieved their feelings by slating the 
monster. 

‘It's your own business, you're quite free . . repeated Baudu, 
first of all. ‘We don't want to influence you. . . . Only, if you knew 
what sort of place it is ... !' 

In broken phrases he told her tlie story of Octave Mouret. No- 
thing but luck! A lad from the Midi who had turned up in Paris pos- 
sessing all the attractive audacity of an adventurer; and. from the very 
next day there had been nothing but affairs with women, an endless 
exploiting of women, a scandal, which the neighbourhood was still 
talking about, when he liad been caught red-handed; then his sud- 
den and inexplicable conquest of Madame H^douin. who had 
brought him the Bonheur des Dames. 

‘Poor Caroline!’ Madame Baudu interrupted. ‘I was distantly 
related to her. Ah! If she had lived things w’ould have been differ- 
ent. She wouldn’t have allowed us to be murdered. . . . And it was 
he who killed her. Yes. on his building .site! One morning, when she 
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was looking at the work, she fell into a hole. Three days later she 
died. She, who’d never had a day’s illness, who was so healthy, so 
beautiful! There’s some of her blood beneath the stones of that shop!’ 

With her pale, trembling hand she pointed through the walls to- 
wards the great shop. Denise, who was listening as one listens to a 
fairy tale, shivered slightly. The fear which since that morning she 
had been feeling at the roots of the temptation being brought to bear 
on her, came, perhaps, from the blood of that woman whom she 
seemed now to see in the red cement of the basement. 

‘It looks as if it brings him luck,’ added Madame Baudu without 
naming Mouret. 

But the draper shrugged his shoulders, contemptuous of these old 
wives’ tales. He resumed his story, he explained the situation from 
the commercial angle. The Bonheur des Dames had been founded 
in 1822 by the Deleuze brothers. When the eldest died, his daughter 
Caroline had married the son of a linen manufacturer. Charles H6d- 
ouin; and later on, having become a widow, she had married this 
man Mouret. Through her, therefore, he had acquired a half-share 
in the shop. Three months after their marriage, her uncle Deleuze 
had in his turn died, without children; so that, when Caroline had 
left her bones in the foundations, this man Mouret had become sole 
heir, sole proprietor of the Bonheur. Nolliing but luck! 

‘A man with ideas, a muddle-head who’ll turn the whole neigh- 
bourhood topsy-turvy if he’s allowed to!’ Baudu went on. ‘I think 
Caroline, who was a bit romantic too. must have been taken in by 
the gentleman’s absurd plans. ... In short, he prevailed on her to 
buy the house on the left, then the house on the right; and he him- 
self, when he was left on his own, bought two others; so that the shop 
has gone on growing, gone on growing to such an extent that it 
threatens to eat us all up now-!’ 

His words were addressed to Denise, but he was speaking for his 
own benefit, brooding over this story which obsessed him. in order 
to justify himself. When alone with his family he was an irascible, 
violent man. his fists always clenched. Madame Baudu was immo- 
bile where she sat, no longer taking part in the conversation; Gene- 
vi6ve and Colomban, their eyes lowered, were absent-mindedly col- 
lecting and eating crumbs. It was so hot. so stifling in the small 
room that P6p6 had fallen asleep on the table, and even Jean’s eyes 
were closing. 

‘You wait!’ Baudu went on, seized with sudden rage. ‘Those 
mountebanks will break their necks! I know that Mouret is going 
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through a difficult time. I know he is. He’s had to put all his profits 
into his mad schemes of expansion and advertisement. What’s more, 
he’s taken it into his head to persuade most of his staff to invest their 
money in his business. So he hasn’t a penny now, and if a miracle 
doesn’t occur, if he doesn’t manage to triple his sales, as he hopes, 
you’ll see what a crash there’ll be! Ah! I’m not a spiteful man, but on 
that day I’ll put out the flags, word of honour!’ 

He continued in a revengeful voice, one would have thought that 
the slighted honour of the trade could only be restored by the fall 
of the Bonheur. Had the like ever been seen before? A draper’s shop 
which sold everything! A real bazaar! And a fine staff they had, too: 
a crowd of country bumpkins who shunted things about as if they 
were in a station, who treated the goods and the eustomers like par- 
cels. dropping their employer or being dropped by him for a word, 
no affection, no morals, no art! And suddenly he called Colomban 
to witness: of course, he. Colomban, brought up in the good old 
school, knew the slow, sure way in which one attained to real subtle- 
ties. to the tricks of the trade. The art was not to sell a lot, but to 
sell at a high price. And then Colomban could say. too, how he'd 
been treated, how he’d become a member of the family, nursed 
when he was ill, his things laundered and mended, looked after pat- 
ernally — in a word — loved. 

‘Of course!’ Colomban repeated after each of his employer's 
shouts. 

‘You're the last, my boy,’ said Baudu finally, with emotion. 
‘After you it won’t be like that any more. . . . You're my only 
consolation, for if a scrimmage like that is what they call business 
nowaday.s. I don't understand a thing. I’d rather quit.’ 

Genevieve, her head leaning towards her shoulder as if her thick 
head of black hair was loo heavy for her pale forehead, was scrutin- 
izing the smiling shop-assistant; and in her look there was a suspic- 
ion. a desire to see if Colomban, a prey to remorse, would not blush 
at such panegyrics. But. as if he was used to the old tradesman’s 
act. he maintained his calm straightforwardness, his bland air, and 
the wily pucker on his lips. 

However. Baudu was shouting more loudly, accusing the bazaar 
opposite, those savages wlio were massacring each other in their 
struggle for existence, of going so far as to destroy the family. He 
quoted as an example their neighbours in the country, the Lhommes, 
mother, father and son. all three employed in that hole, people 
with no home life, always out. only eating at home on Sundays, no- 
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thing but a hotel and restaurant life! To be sure, his own dining- 
room was not large, one could even have done with a bit more light 
and air; but at least his life \^as centred there, and there he had lived 
surrounded by the love of his family. As he spoke his eyes travelled 
round the little room; and he was seized with a fit of trembling at the 
idea, which he refused to acknowledge, that the savages could one 
day, if they succeeded in killing his business, dislodge him from this 
nook where, with his wife and daughter on either side of him. he 
felt warm. In spite of the air of assurance which he put on while 
foretelling the final crash, deep in his heart he was full of terror, he 
did really feel that the neighbourhood would be overrun, gradually 
devoured. 

T’m not saying this to put you off,’ he resumed, trying to be calm. 
‘If it’s in your interest to get a job there, I shall be the first to say; 
“Go there.” ’ 

‘Yes, I’m sure, Uncle,’ murmured Denise, bewildered; in the 
midst of all this emotion her desire to be at the Bonheur des Dames 
was growing. 

He had placed his elbows on the table, and was wearing her out 
with his stare. 

‘But come, you’ve been in the trade, tell me, is it sense for a plain 
draper’s shop to start selling everything under the sun? In the old 
days, when trade was honest, drapery meant materials, and nothing 
else. Nowadays their only idea is to ride roughshod over their neigh- 
bours and to eat up everything. . . . That’s what the neighbourhood 
is complaining about, for the little shops are beginning to suffer 
terribly. This man Mouret is ruining them. . . . Why! B6Jor6 and his 
sister, in the hosiery shop in the Rue Gaillon, have already lost half 
their customers. At Mademoiselle Tatin’s, the lingerie shop in the 
Choiseul Arcade, they’ve reached the point of lowering prices, com- 
peting in cheapness. And the effect of this scourge, this plague, 
makes itself felt as far as the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs where I 
venture to say that the Vanpouille brothers, the furriers, can’t 
hold out. Eh? Drapers who sell furs, it’s too silly! Another idea of 
Mouret’s! ’ 

‘And the gloves,’ said Madame Baudu. ‘isn’t it scandalous? He’s 
had the nerve to create a glove department! Yesterday, when I was 
going along the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin. Quinette was standing 
by his door looking so depressed that I didn’t dare ask him if busi- 
ness was good.’ 

‘And umbrellas,* Baudu went on. ‘Really, that beats everything! 
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Bourras is convinced that Mourct simply wanted to ruin him; for 
after all. what sense does it make, umbrellas and materials together? 

But Bourras is tough, he won’t let himself be done in. We’U have a 

good laugh one of these days.* i 

He talked about other shopkeepers, reviewed the whole neigh- | 
bourhood. Occasionally he would let out a confession: if Vin9ard 
was trying to sell, they might as well all pack their bags, for Vinfard 
was like rats, which leave sinking ships. Then immediately he would 
contradict himself, he would dream of an alliance, a league of little 
retailers to hold out against the colossus. For some time now, with 
restless hands and his mouth ^visted with a nervous twitch, he 
had been hesitating to talk about himself. Finally, he took the 
plunge. 

‘So far as I’m concerned, up till now I haven’t had much to com- 
plain about. Oh! he has done me some harm, the scoundrel! But so 
far he only keeps cloth for women, light cloth for dresses, and heav- 
ier cloth for coats. People always come to me to buy things for men, 
sp)ecial types of velvet, liveries; not to mention flannels and duffels, 
of which I really challenge him to have such a wide assortment. Only 
he plagues me, he thinks he makes my blood boil because he’s put 
his drapery department there, opposite. You’ve seen his display, 
haven’t you? He always plants his most beautiful dresses there, set 
in a framework of lengths of cloth, a real circus parade to catch the 
girls. . . . Honest to God! I’d blush to use such methods. The Vieil 
Elbeuf has been famous for almost a hundred years, and it doesn’t 
need booby-traps like that at its door. So long as I live, the shop will 
stay the same as it was when I got it, with its four sample pieces of 
cloth on the right and on the left, and nothing else!’ 

His emotion was spreading to the rest of the family. After a silence, 
Genevieve ventured to say something: 

‘Our customers are fond of us. Papa. We must hope that. . . . Only 
to-day Madame Desforges and Madame de Boves W’ere here, and I’m 
expecting Madame Marty to look at some flannels.’ 

‘As for me.’ Colomban declared, ‘I got an order from Madame 
Bourdelais yesterday. It’s true that she told me about an English 
tweed, the same as ours it seems, but priced fifty centimes cheaper 
opposite.’ 

‘And to think,’ said Madame Baudu in her tired voice, 'that we 
knew that shop opposite when it was no bigger than a pocket hand- 
kerchief! Yes really, my dear Denise, when the Deleuzes founded it, 
it only had one window in the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin, a proper 
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cupboard it was, where a couple of pieces of chintz were jammed 
together with three of calico. . . . One couldn't turn round in the 
shop, it was so small. ... At that time the Vieil Elbeuf, which had 
existed for over sixty years, was already just as you see it to-day. . . . 
Ah! It’s all changed, greatly changed!’ 

She was shaking her head, her slow phrases told of the drama of 
her life. Born at the Vieil Elbeuf. she loved it even down to its damp 
stones, she lived only for it and because of it; in bygone days she had 
been full of pride for this shop, which had been the largest, the most 
thriving business in the neighbourhood; she had had the continual 
pain of seeing the rival shop gradually growing, at first despised, then 
equal in importance, then surpassing it. menacing it. For her it was 
an ever-open wound, she was dying of the Vieil Elbeuf’s humilia- 
tion; she, like it, was still living from force of impetus, but she well 
knew that the shop’s death throes would be her own too. that on the 
day when the shop closed down she would be finished. 

Silence reigned. Baudu was beating a tattoo with his finger-tips 
on the oil-cloth. He felt weary, almost sorry at having yet once more 
relieved his feelings like that. Indeed, all the members of the family, 
their eyes vacant, in a state of despondency, were still turning over 
in their minds the bitter events of their history. Luck had never 
smiled on them. The children had been reared, fortune was on the 
way, when suddenly competition had brought ruin. And there was 
also the house at Rambouillet, the country house to which, for ten 
years, the draper had been dreaming of retiring, a bargain he called 
it. an ancient shack which he was obliged continually to repair, 
which he had reluctantly decided to let, and for which the tenants 
did not pay. His last profits were being spent on it. Meticulously 
honest as he was, with his dogged adherence to the old ways, it was 
the only vice he had ever had. 

‘Now then,* he suddenly declared, ‘we must make way for others 
at the table. . . . What a lot of useless talk! ’ 

This acted like a charm. The gas jet was hissing in the dead, stif- 
ling air of the little room. Everyone got up with a start, breaking the 
gloomy silence. P6p6. however, was sleeping so soundly that they 
laid him down on some pieces of thick flannel. Jean, yawning, had 
already gone back to the hont door. 

‘To cut the matter short, you do what you like,’ Baudu repeated 
once more to his niece. ‘We’re just telling you the facts, that’s all. 
But it’s your own business.* 

His gaze was pressing, he was waiting for a decisive answer. Den- 
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ise, who instead of being turned against the Bonheur des Dames as 
a result of these stories, was more fascinated by it than ever, kept 
her air of calmness and sweetness, which had its roots in an obstin- 
ate Norman will. She w-as content to reply: ‘We’ll see, Uncle.’ 

And she talked of going to bed early with the children, for they 
were all three very tired. But it was only just striking six, and she 
was quite pleased to stay in the shop a moment or two longer. Night 
had fallen, when she reached the street it was dark, soaked with fine, 
dense rain which had been falling since sunset. A surprise greeted 
her: a few moments had sufficed for the carriage-way to be pitted 
with puddles, for the gutters to be running w'ith dirty water, for 
thick, trampled-on mud to make the pavements sticky: and. beneath 
the heavy downpour, nothing could be seen but a confused proces- 
sion of umbrellas, jostling each other, swelling out like great gloomy 
wings in the darkness. She drew back at first, struck by the cold, 
and the badly-lit shop, lugubrious at that time of night, making her 
feel even more depressed. A damp draught, the very breath of that 
ancient neighbourhood, was coming from the street; it seemed as if 
the trickling water from the umbrellas \vas flowing right up to the 
counters, that the pavement with its mud and its puddles was com- 
ing into the antiquated ground-floor, while with saltpetre rot, and 
was putting the finishing touches to its mildewed stale. It was a real 
glimpse of old Paris, sodden through, and it made her shiver with 
woebegone surprise at finding the great city so glacial and so ugly. 

But, on the other side of the road, the broad ranks of gas burners 
at the Bonheur des Dames were lit. And she drew nearer, once more 
attracted and seemingly w'armed by this centre of blazing light. The 
machine was still humming, still active, letting off steam in a final 
roar, while the salesmen were folding up the materials and the cash- 
iers counting their takings. Through mirrors dimmed with vapour 
a vague profusion of lights was visible, the confused interior of a 
factory. Behind the curtain of rain which was falling this vision, re- 
mote. blurred, looked like some giant stokehold, in which the black 
shadows of the stokers could be seen moving against the red fire 
of the furnaces. The shop w'indows w-ere drowning, one could no 
longer distinguish anything opposite but a snow of lace, the white 
of which was heightened by frosted glass footlights; and, against 
the background of the chapel, the coals w'ere bursting with energy, 
the great velvet overcoat trimmed with silver fox was displaying the 
curved outline of a headless W'onian, running through the downpour 
to some festivity in the unknown of the Parisian night. 
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Denise, yielding to temptation, had come as far as the door without 
noticing the spurt of raindrops wliich was soaking her. At this time 
of night, with its furnace-like glare, the Bonheur des Dames won her 
over finally and completely. In the great town, dark and silent un- 
der the rain, in this Paris of which she knew nothing, it was burning 
like a beacon, it alone seemed to be the light and the life of the city. 
She stood there dreaming of her future, of hard work to bring up 
the children, and of other things too. she did not know what, remote 
things which made her tremble with desire and fear. The thought 
of the dead woman under the foundations came back to her; she was 
afraid, she thought that she could see the lights bleeding: then the 
whiteness of the lace soothed her. a hope was rising in her heart, a 
real certainty of joy. The flying spray of rain was cooling her hands 
and calming within her the fever of her journey. 

‘That’s Bourras.’ said a voice behind her back. 

She leaned forward and caught sight of Bourras. standing motion- 
less at the end of the street in front of the shop window in which , that 
morning, she had noticed a whole ingenious construction made from 
umbrellas and walking-sticks. The tall old man had slipped out in 
the dark to feast his eyes on this triumphal display; his expression 
was heart-rending, he did not even notice the rain beating on his bare 
head, making his white hair drip. 

‘He is silly.’ the voice remarked, ‘he’ll catch his death of cold.’ 

Then, turning round. Denise perceived that she once more had 
the Baudus behind her. In spite of themselves, like Bourras whom 
they thought silly, they always came back there in the end, to this 
scene which was breaking their hearts. They had a mania for suffer- 
ing. Genevifeve. very pale, had noticed that Coloniban was watching 
the shadows of the sales-girls passing the windows on the mezzan- 
ine floor: and, while Baudu was choking with suppressed malice. 
Madame Baudu’s eyes had silently filled with tears. 

‘You are going to go there to-morrow, aren’t you?’ the draper 
asked finally, tormented with uncertainty, and in any case sensing 
full well that his niece had been conquered like the rest. 

She hesitated, then said gently: 

‘Yes, Uncle, unless it would vex you too much.’ 
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Next day, at half past seven, Denise was standing outside the Bon- 
heur des Dames. She wanted to call there before taking Jean to his 
employer, who lived a long way away, at the top of the Faubourg 
du Temple. But being used to early rising, she had been in too much 
of a hurry to get up: the shop-assistants were only just arriving; and, 
afraid of looking ridiculous, filled with shyness, she stopped to mark 
time for a moment in the Place Gaillon. 

A cold wind which was blowing had already dried the pavement. 
From every street, lit by the pale early morning light beneath an 
ashen sky, shop-assistants were busily emerging, the collars of their 
overcoats turned up, their hands in their pockets, caught unawares 
by this first nip of winter. Most of them slipped in alone and were 
swallowed up in the depths of the shop without addressing a word 
or even a glance to their colleagues striding along all round them; 
others were walking in twos or threes, talking quickly, taking 
up the whole width of the pavement; and all, with an identical 
gesture, threw their cigarette or cigar into the gutter before enter- 
ing. 

Denise noticed that several of these gentlemen stared at her in 
passing. At that her timidity increased, she no longer felt that she 
had the strength to follow them, she resolved to go in herself only 
when the procession should have come to an end; she blushed at the 
idea of being jostled in the doonvay in the midst of all those men. 
But the procession continued, and in order to escape the glances 
she slowly walked round the square. When she came back she found 
a big lad. pale and ungainly, planted in front of the Bonheur des 
Dames; he too, appeared to have been waiting there for a quarter of 
an hour. 

‘Excuse me. Mademoiselle,’ he asked her finally in a stammering 
voice. ‘I thought perhaps you might be a sales-girl in the shop?’ 

She was so overcome at being spoken to by this unknown young 
man. that at first she did not reply. 

‘Because, you see,’ he went on. getting even more confused, T 
thought I might see if they wouldn’t take me on, and you might 
have been able to give me some information.’ 
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He was just as shy as she was, and was taking the plunge first be- 
cause he sensed that she, like him, was quaking. 

‘I would have, with pleasure.’ she replied at last, ‘but I’m no fur- 
ther advanced than you are. I’ve come here to apply, too.’ 

‘Oh, I see,’ he said, completely disconcerted. 

And they blushed deeply, faced with their common shyness for an 
instant, touched by the affinity of their positions, yet not daring to 
wish each other good luck out loud. Then, as neither said anything 
more, and they were both feeling more and more uncomfortable, 
they separated awkwardly and began to wait again, each in his own 
place, a few steps away from the other. 

The shop-assistants were still going in. Now Denise could hear 
them joking when they passed close to her. giving her a sideways 
glance as they did so. Her embarrassment at thus making an exhibi- 
tion of herself was growing, and she was on the point of deciding 
to take half an hour’s walk in the neighbourhood, when the sight 
of a. young man who was coming quickly along the Rue Port-Mahon 
detained her a moment longer. Obviously he must have been the 
head of a department, for all the shop-assistants were greeting him. 
He was tall, with fair skin and a well-kept beard; and his eyes, which 
were the colour of old gold, as soft as velvet, fell on her for a 
moment as he was crossing the square. He was already going into 
the shop, indifferent, while she remained standing there motionless, 
deeply disturbed by his glance, filled with a strange emotion in which 
there was more uneasiness than charm. Fear was gripping her. and 
no mistake; she started to walk slowly down the Rue Gaillon, then 
down the Rue Saint-Roch, waiting for her courage to come back. 

It was not just the head of a department, it was Octave Mouret 
himself. He had not slept that night for. on leaving a party at a stock- 
broker’s, he had gone to have dinner with a friend and with two 
women whom he had picked up back-stage in a small theatre. His 
buttoned-up overcoat hid his evening-dress and his white tie. He 
went briskly up to his room, washed his face, and changed; and by 
the time he went to sit down at his desk in his office on the ground 
floor he was hale and hearty, eyes bright, skin fresh, quite ready 
for work, just as if he had had ten hours’ sleep. The office, vast, 
furnished in old oak and hung with green repp, had as its only orna- 
ment a portrait of that same Madame H6douin of whom the neigh- 
bourhood was still talking. Since her death Octave remembered her 
affectionately and was grateful to her memory for the fortune which 
she had showered on him when she married him. And so, before 
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setting about signing the bills which had been placed on his blotter, 
he gave the portrait the smile of a happy man. After all, when his 
escapades as a young widower were over, when he left the bed-cham- 
bers where he was lead astray by the need for pleasure, did he not 
always return to ^^■o^k in her presence in ihe end? 

Someone knocked and. without waiting, a young man came in; 
he was tall and spare, with thin lips, a very pointed nose, and very 
well turned out, with his sleek liair in which strands of grey were 
already beginning to show. Mouret had looked up; then, going on 
signing his papers, he said: 

‘Did you sleep well, Bourdoncle?’ 

‘Very well, thank you,’ replied the young man, who was strutting 
about, quite at home. 

Bourdoncle, the son of a poor farmer from near Limoges, had 
started work at the Bonheur des Dames at the same time as Mouret 
in the old days v.hen the shop had been at the corner of the Place 
Gaillou. Very intelligent, very much on the alert, it had seemed then 
as if he would eiisily supersede his companion, who was less serious- 
minded. who was dilatory in many ways, who appeared to be thought- 
less. and had disquieting affairs with women; but he did not have 
the same streak of genius as the ardent Provencal, nor his daring, 
nor his triumphant charm. Indeed, with the instinct of a prudent 
man, he had bowed to him submissively, and had done so without 
a struggle from the very beginning. When Mouret had advised his 
assistants to invest their money in the shop, Bourdoncle had been 
one of the first to do so. even entrusting an unexpected legacy from 
an aunt to him; and little by little, after working his way up through 
all the ranks, salesman, assistant buyer in the silk deparment, then 
buyer there, he had become one of the chief’s lieutenants, the one 
of whom he was fondest and whom he listened to the most, one of 
the .six men with money invested in the shop who helped him to run 
the Bonheur des Dames, forming something rather like a council of 
ministers under an absolute monarch. Each of them looked after a 
province. Bourdoncle was in charge of general supervision. 

‘What about you?’ he resumed familiarly. ‘Did you sleep well?’ 

When Mouret had replied that he had not been to bed he shook 
his head, murmuring: 

‘Doesn’t do your health any good.’ 

‘Why not?’ said the other gaily. ‘I’m less tired than you are, old 
chap. You’re eyes are bunged up with sleep, you’re getting dull from 
being too good. ... Go and have some fun. it’ll stir up your ideas!’ 
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They always had the same friendly argument. In the past, Bourd- 
oncle had beaten his mistresces because, so he said, they prevented 
him from sleeping. Now he professed to hate women, having no 
doubt outside assignations which he did not talk about, so little im- 
portance did they play in his life, and contenting himself in the shop 
with exploiting the customers, with the utmost contempt for their 
frivolity in ruining themselves for ridiculous clothes. Mouret, on the 
contrary, who was prone to going into raptures over women, was 
entranced and affectionate in their presence, and was always being 
carried away by new loves; and his amorous affairs were a kind of 
advertisement for his sales, it seemed as if he was embracing the 
whole sex in the same caress, the better to daze it and hold it at his 
mercy. 

T saw Madame Desforges last night,’ he resumed. ‘She was en- 
chanting at the ball.’ 

‘It wasn’t with her that you had supper afterwards?’ asked his col- 
league. 

Mouret exclaimed in protest. 

‘Oh, what an idea! She’s very respectable, my dear fellow. . . . 
No, I had supper with H^loise, the little girl from the Holies. . . . 
She’s a silly little goose, but so amusing!’ 

He took another bundle of bills and went on signing them. Bourd- 
oncle was still strutting about. He went and glanced through the 
high window-panes at the Rue Neuve-Saini-Augustin, then came 
back saying: 

‘You know, they’ll revenge themselves.’ 

‘Who will?’ asked Mouret, who was not listening. 

‘Why, the women, of course.’ 

At that Mouret brightened up, he allowed his fundamental brutal- 
ity to show through his air of sensual adoration. With a shrug of his 
shoulders he seemed to declare that he would throw all the women 
away like empty sacks on the day when they had hnislied helping 
him to build up his fortune. Bourdoncle, with his cold manner, was 
obstinately repeating: 

‘They'll revenge themselves. There’ll be one who’ll revenge the 
others, there’s sure to be.’ 

‘Don’t you be worrying!’ shouted Mouret, exaggerating his Pro- 
ven9al accent. ‘That one’s not yet born, my lad. And if she docs 
come, you know. . . .’ 

He had raised his pen, was brandishing it, and pointed it into 
space as if he wished to pierce an invisible heart with a knife. His 
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colleague started pacing up and down again, giving in, as always, to 
the superiority of his chief, whose genius, full of defects though it 
was, nevertheless disconcerted him. He who was so precise, so logi- 
cal, devoid of passion, incapable of slipping, could still understand 
the feminine side of success. Paris yielding in a kiss to the boldest man. 

Silence reigned. Nothing could be heard but Mouret’s pen. Then, 
in answer to the short questions which were put to him. Bourdoncle 
gave him information about the big sale of winter fancy goods which 
was to take place on the following Monday. It was a very important 
affair, the shop was gambling its fortune on it, for the rumours go- 
ing round the neighbourhood had a foundation of truth, Mouret had 
plunged into speculation like a poet, with such ostentation, with 
such a desire for the colossal, that it seemed as if everything must 
crumble away beneath him. There existed in him a new sort of busi- 
ness sense, a kind of commercial imagination which had worried 
Madame Hddouin in the past, and which now still sometimes dis- 
mayed those concerned, in spite of some initial success. The gov- 
ernor was blamed behind his back for going too fast; he was accused 
of having dangerously increased the size of the shop without being 
able to count on a sufficient increase in customers; people were, 
above all. afraid when they saw him stake all the money in the till on 
a gamble, loading up the counters with a pile of goods without 
keeping a penny in reserve. Thus, for the forthcoming sale, after 
having paid out considerable sums to the builders, the entire capital 
was tied up; yet once more it was a question of victory or death. And 
being a man adored by women who felt he could not be played false, 
in the midst of all this anxiety he kept up his triumphant gaiety, his 
certainty of gaining a million. When Bourdoncle ventured to express 
fears about the undue development of departments of which the turn- 
over was still unsatisfactory, Mouret gave a splendid, confident 
laugh, exclaiming as he did so: 

‘Don't worry, old chap, the shop is too small!* 

His companion seemed to be flabbergasted, seized with fear which 
he no longer tried to hide. The shop loo small! A draper's shop 
witli nineteen departments and with four hundred and three employ- 
ees! 

‘But there's no doubt.’ Mouret v.ent on. ‘we shall be forced to ex- 
pand before eighteen months are out. . . . I’m thinking of it seriously. 
Last night Madame Desforges promised to introduce me to some- 
body at her house to-morrow. . . . Well, we’ll talk about it when the 
idea’s ripe.’ 
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And, having finished signing the bills, he got up, and came and 
gave his colleague, who was recovering with difficulty, some friendly 
taps on the shoulder. This terror which the prudent people surround- 
ing him felt, amused him. In one of the outbursts of sudden frank- 
ness with which he sometimes overwhelmed his intimates, he de- 
clared that basically he was more Jewish than all the Jews in the 
world: he had it from his father, a great big cheery fellow who knew 
the value of money, whom he resembled both physically and in char- 
acter; and, if he had got that streak of excitable imagination from his 
mother it was, perhaps, his most obvious asset, for he was aware of 
the invincible force of his charm in daring everything. 

‘You know very well that we’ll follow you to the end.’ said Bourd- 
oncle finally. 

Then, before going down into the shop for their usual glance 
round, the two of them settled some more details. They examined 
a sample of a little counterfoil book which Mouret had just inven- 
ted for sales invoices. Having noticed that the larger the commission 
an assistant received, the faster obsolete goods and junk were snap- 
ped up, he had based a new sales method on this observation. In 
future, he was going to give his salesmen an interest in the sale of 
all goods, he would give them a percentage on the smallest bit of 
material, the smallest thing which they sold: this was a device which 
had caused a revolution in drapery by creating a struggle for ex- 
istence between the assistants, from which it was the employers who 
benefited. This struggle, moreover, had become in his hands a fav- 
ourite formula, a principle of organization which he constantly ap- 
plied. He unleash^ passions, brought different forces face to faee, 
let the strong devour the weak, and was growing fat as a result of 
this battle of interests. The sample counterfoil book was approved: 
at the top, on the counterfoil and on the piece to be torn off, the 
name of the department and the assistant’s number were printed: 
then, also repeated on each side, there were columns for yardage, 
a description of goods, prices; and the salesman had merely to sign 
the bill before handing it over to the cashier. In this way. checking 
was extremely simple, the bills given by the cash-desk to the count- 
ing-house simply had to be compared with the counterfoils kept 
by the assistants. Each week the latter were thus able to get 
their percentage and their commission-, without any possible mis- 
take. 

‘We shan’t be robbed so much,’ observed Bourdoncle with satis- 
faction. ‘That was an excellent idea of yours ’ 
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‘And I thought of something else last night/ Mouret explained. 
‘Yes, last night at that supper . . . Fd like to give the counting-house 
stalf a small bonus for every mistake they find in the sales counter- 
foils. when they check them. . . . You see, we shall be certain then 
that they won’t overlook a single one, they'll be more likely to in- 
vent them.’ 

And he began to laugh, while his companion looked at him with 
an air of admiration. This new way of applying the struggle for ex- 
istence enchanted him. he had a genius for administrative machin- 
ery. and dreamed of organizing the shop in such a way as to exploit 
other people’s appetites in order peacefully and completely to satisfy 
his own. When one wants to make people work their hardest, and 
even get a bit of honesty out of them, he would often say, one must 
first bring them up against their own needs. 

‘Well, let’s go down,’ Mouret resumed. ‘We must deal with this 
sale. . . . The silk arrived yesterday, didn’t it? And Bouthcmont 
sliould be at the reception office.’ 

Bourdoncle followed him. The reception department was in the 
basement, on the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin side. There, level with . 
the pavement, was a glazed porch where the lorries discharged 
the goods. These were weighed, liicn lipped down a rapid chute, the 
oak and ironwork of which were shining, polished by the friction of 
bales and cases. Everything which arrived went in through this 
yawning trap-door; things were being swallowed up all the time, a 
cascade of materials was falling with the roar of a river. During big 
sales, above all, the cluite would discharge an endless flow into the 
basement, silks from Lyons, woollens from England, linens from 
Flanders, calicots from Alsace, prints from Rouen; and sometimes 
the lorries had to queue up; as they flowed down, the packets made 
a dull sound at the bottom of the hole, like a stone thrown into 
deep water. 

As he was passing, Mouret stopped for a moment in front of the 
chute. It was working, queues of packing-cases were going down it 
on their own. the men v.hose hands were pushing them from above 
being invisible; and they seemed to be rushing along by themselves, 
streaming lil:e rain from some spring higher up. Then some bales 
appeared, turning round and round like rolled pebbles. Mouret was 
watching, without saying a word. But this deluge of goods falling into 
tliis shop, this flood releasing thousands of francs in a minute, lit a 
brief light in his limpid eyes. Never before had he been so clearly 
aware of battle joined. It was a question of launching this deluge of 
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goods all over Paris. He did not say a word, but went on with his 
tour of inspection. 

In the grey daylight which was coming through the broad ventila- 
tors a gang of men was receiving consignments, while others were 
un-nailing packing-cases and opening bales in the presence of sec- 
tion-managers. The depths of this cellar, of this basement where 
cast-iron pillars held up the counter-arches and where the bare walls 
were cemented, was filled with the bustle of a shipyard. 

‘You’ve got it all, Bouthemont?’ asked Mouret. going up to a 
young man with broad shoulders who was in the process of check- 
ing the contents of a packing-case. 

‘Yes. it should all be there,’ the latter answered. ‘But it will take 

me the whole of the morning to count it.’ 

The section-manager ran his eye over an invoice; he was standing 
before a large counter, on which one of his salesmen was deposit- 
ing the lengths of silk which he was taking out of the packing-case 
one by one. Behind them, other counters were lined up. also littered 
with goods which a whole tribe of assistants was examining. There 
was a general unpacking, a seeming disorder of materials which 
were being examined, turned over, ticketed, in the midst of a buzz 

of voices. 

Bouthemont, who was becoming famous there, had the round 
face of a cheerful good-sort, with an inky black baird and fine 
brown eyes. A native of Montpellier, a gay dog and uproarious, he 
was a mediocre salesman; but as a buyer, he had no ecjual. He had 
been sent to Paris by his father, who had a draper’s shop in Mont- 
pellier, and when the old man thought that his lad had learnt enough 
to succeed him in the business, he had absolutely refused to go back 
home; from then on a rivalry had grown up between father and son, 
the former entirely absorbed in his small provincial trade, indig- 
nant at seeing a mere assistant earning three times as much as he 
did himself, and the latter joking about the old man’s routine habits, 
making a lot of noise about his earnings, and turning the shop 
topsy-turvy every time he went there. Like the other section-mana- 
gers he earned, apart from his three thousand francs fixed salary, a 
percentage on sales. Montpellier, surprised and impressed, gave it 
out that the Bouthemont boy had. in the preceding year, pocketed 
nearly fifteen thousand francs; and this was only a beginning, people 
predicted to his exasperated father that this figure would increase 
even more. 

Meanwhile, Bourdoncle had picked up one of the lengths of silk. 
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and was examining its texture with the attentive air of a man who 
knows his business. It was a piece of faille with a blue and silver sel- 
vedge, the famous Paris-Bonheur with which Mouret was counting 
on striking a decisive blow. 

‘It really is good,* murmured his colleague. 

‘And above all. it makes an effect of being better than it is,’ said 
Bouthemont. ‘No one but Dumonteil can make it for us. . . . On my 
last trip, when I got annoyed with Gaujean, he said he was quite 
willing to put a hundred looms on making this pattern, but he in- 
sisted on twenty-five centimes more per yard.’ 

Almost every month Bouthemont would go to visit the factories, 
spending days in Lyons, staying in the best hotels, and with instruc- 
tions that money was no object when negotiating with manufactur- 
ers. Moreover, he enjoyed absolute freedom, he bought as he 
thought fit, providing that each year he increased the turnover of his 
department by a ratio agreed in advance; and it was, in fact, on this 
increase that he received his percentage of interest. In short, his 
position at the Bonheur des Dames, like that of all his colleagues the 
section-managers, was that of a specialized merchant in a group of 
different trades, a kind of vast city of commerce. 

‘Well, it’s decided then,’ he went on. ‘We’ll price it at five francs 
sixty. . . . You know that that’s scarcely the purchase price.’ 

‘Yes. yes, five francs sixty,’ said Mouret briskly, ‘and if I was on 
my own. I’d sell it at a loss.’ 

The section-manager laughed heartily. 

‘Oh! so far as I’m concerned I’d be delighted. That would triple 
sales, and as my only interest is to get big takings. . 

But Bourdonclc remained serious and tight-lipped. He received 
his percentage on tiie total profits, and it was not in his interest to 
bring prices down. The supervision which he carried out consisted 
precisely in watching the price tickets to see that Bouthemont did 
not yield only to the desire to increase the sales figures, and sell at 
too small a profit. Besides, he was once more seized by his old mis- 
givings when faced with publicity schemes which he did not under- 
stand. He ventured to show his distaste, by saying: 

‘If we sell at five francs sixty it’s just as if we were selling it at a 
loss, as our expenses must be deducted, and they’re considerable. . . . 
Anywhere else they’d sell it at seven francs.’ 

At that Mouret lost his temper. He banged the flat of his hand on 
the silk, and shouted irritably: 

‘Yes. I know, and that’s just why I want to give it away to our 
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customers. . . . Really, my good chap, you’ll never understand 
women. Can’t you see that they’ll fall on this silk!’ 

‘Doubtless.’ interrupted his associate, persisting, ‘and the more 
they fall on it, the more we shall lose.’ 

‘We’ll lose a few centimes on these goods, I’ll grant you. And 
after? It won’t be such a calamity if we attract all the women here 
and hold them at our mercy, fascinated, their heads turned at the 
sight of our piles of goods, emptying their purses without counting! 
It’s everything, old fellow, to excite their interest, and for that one 
must have an article that delights, that’s epoch-making. After that 
you can sell the other goods just as dearly as they do anywhere else, 
women will think they pay less for them at your shop. For example, 
our Cuir-d’Or, that taffeta at seven francs fifty, which is on sale 
everywhere at that price, will also seem to be an extraordinary bar- 
gain, and will be sufficient to make good the losses of the Paris-Bon- 
heur. You’ll see, you’ll see!’ 

He was waxing eloquent. 

‘Don’t you understand! I want the Paris-Bonheur to revolutionize 
the market in a week. It’s our lucky stroke, and it’s what’s going to 
save us and float us. People won’t talk about anything else, the blue 
and silver selvedge will be known from one end of France to the 
to the other. . . . And you’ll hear the groan of fury from our com- 
petitors. The small traders will lose some more of their feathers 
over it. They’re done for, all those old clothes dealers dying of rheu- 
matism in their cellars! ’ 

The assistants who were checking the consignment stood round 
their employer, listening and smiling. He liked talking and being 
in the right. Once more, Bourdoncle gave in. In the meantime the 
packing-case had been emptied, two men were un-nailing another 
one. 

Then Bouthemont said: ‘But the manufacturers aren’t a bit 
pleased! They’re furious with you at Lyons, they claim that your 
cheap sales are ruining them. You know that Gaujean has definitely 
declared war against me. Yes, he’s sworn to give the small shops 
long credit rather than accept my prices.’ 

Mouret shrugged his shoulders. 

‘If Gaujean isn’t sensible,’ he replied, ‘Gaujean will be left high 
and dry. . , . What are they complaining of? We pay them immed- 
iately, we take everything they manufacture, the least they can do is 
to work for less. . . . And anyway, the public profits, that’s enough.’ 

The assistant was emptying the second packing-case, while 
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Bouthemont had gone back to checking the pieces of material 
against the invoice. Next, another assistant, at the end of the coun- 
ter, was marking the price on them and, the checking finished, the 
invoice signed by the section-manager had to be sent up to the cen- 
tral counting-house. For an instant longer Mouret watched this 
work, all the activity surrounding the unpacking of the goods, which 
were pili n g up and threatening to swamp the basement; then, with- 
out saying another word, he went away with the air of a captain 
satisfied with his troops, followed by Bourdoncle. 

Slowly the two of them went through the basement. At intervals 
ventilators were shedding a pale light; and in the depths of dark 
comers, along the narrow corridors, gas jets were continually burn- 
ing. Leading off these corridors were the stock-rooms, vaults shut 
off with a hoarding, where the different departments stowed away 
their surplus goods. As he passed, the director gave a glance 
at the heating installation, which was to be lit on Monday for the 
first time, and at the small firemen’s post which was guarding a 
giant gas meter enclosed in an iron cage. The kitchen and the dining- 
rooms. old cellars transformed into small rooms, were on the left, 
towards the corner of Place Gaillon. Finally, at the other end of the 
basement, he came to the dispatch department. Parcels which cus- 
tomers did not carry away themselves were sent down there, sorted 
on tables, put into pigeon-holes which represented the different dis- 
tricts of Paris: then they were sent up a large staircase which came 
out just opposite the Vieil Elbeuf, and were put into vehicles which 
were parked near the pavement. With the usual mechanical efiBci- 
ency of the Bonheur des Dames, this staircase in the Rue de la 
Michodifere di.sgorgcd without respite the goods which had been 
swallowed up by the chute in Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin, after they 
had passed, upstairs, through the gearwheels of the various depart- 
ments. 

‘Campion,’ said Mouret to the man in charge of the dispatch de- 
partment. an ex-sergeant with a thin face, ‘why were six pairs of 
sheets which a lady bought yesterday at two o’clock not delivered 
by the evening?’ 

‘Where does the lady live?’ the employee asked. 

‘In the Rue de Rivoli, at the corner of the Rue d’AIger, Madame 
Desforges.’ 

At that early hour the sorting-tables were bare, the pigeon-holes 
contained nothing but a few parcels left over from the day before. 
While Campion, after having consulted a register, rummaged among 
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these parcels. Bourdoncle was looking at Mouret, thinking that the 
fiendish man knew everything, attended to everything, even while 
sitting at the tables of all-night restaurants and in his mistresses’ 
bedrooms. Finally, the head of the dispatch department discovered 
the mistake: the cash-desk had given a wrong number, and the 
parcel had been returned. 

‘Which cash-desk dealt with it?’ asked Mouret. ‘What? No. 10, 
you say. . . 

And, turning round once more to his associate, he said: 

‘Cash-desk 10, that’s Albert, isn’t it? . . . We’ll go and have a 
word with him.’ 

But, before going round the shop, he wanted to go upstairs to the 
forwarding department, which occupied several rooms on the sec- 
ond floor. It was there that all the orders from the provinces and 
from abroad were received; and every morning he went there to 
look at the correspondence. For two years this correspondence had 
been growing daily. The department, which had at first kept about 
ten employees busy, now already needed more than thirty. Some 
were opening the letters, others were reading them, sitting at each 
side of the same table; still others were sorting the letters, giving each 
one a serial number which was repeated on a pigeon-hole; then, 
when the letters had been distributed to the different deparimcnts. 
as the departments sent up the goods, so they were put into these 
pigeon-holes according to the serial number. It remained only to 
check the goods and pack them up in a neighbouring room, where 
a team of workmen nailed and tied things up from morning till 
night. 

Mouret asked his usual question. 

‘How many letters this morning. Levasseur?’ 

‘Five hundred and thirty-four, sir,’ answered the man in charge. 
‘After Monday’s sales announcement, I was afraid wc wouldn’t have 
enough staff. We found it very difficult to manage yesterday.’ 

Bourdoncle was nodding his head with satisfaction. He had not 
been expecting five hundred and thirty-four letters on a Tuesday. 
Round the table employees were slitting letters open and reading, 
with a continuous sound of crumpled paper, while in front of the 
pigeon-holes the coming and going of goods was beginning. This was 
one of the most complicated and extensive departments of the shop: 
those in it lived in a perpetual fever, for the orders of the morning 
had, according to regulations, all to be dispatched by the evening. 

‘You’ll be given the staff you need. Levasseur,’ Mouret answered 
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finally; he had seen with a glance what a good state the de^rtme ^ 
was in ‘As you know, when there’s work we don t refose the smff. 

Upstairs, in the attics, were the rooms where the sales-^rls slept. 
But he went downstairs again, and into the central counting-house 
which was situated near his office. It was a room shut off by a glass 
partition with a brass pay-desk in it. and in which an enormous safe 
Seed to the wall was visible. There, two cashiers co-orffinated the 
takings which each evening Lhomme, the chief sales cashier 
brought up to them, and they then dealt with expenses, 
manufacturers, the staff, all the little world living in the shop. The 
counting-house communicated with another small room, Imeo with 
green files, where ten employees checked the invoices. Next came 
yet another office, the debit office: there six young men, bent over 
black desks, with piles of registers behind them, drew up ac^unts 
of the salesmen’s percentages by collating the retail bills. This sec- 
tion, which was quite new. was running badly. 

Mouret and Bourdoncle had passed through the counting-house 
and the checking office. When they went into the other oflRce the 
young men who were laughing, their noses in the air, had a shock of 
surprise. Then Mouret, without reprimanding them, explained the 
system of the small bonus he had thought of paying them for every 
error they discovered in the sales bills; and when he had left the 
room the employees, no longer laughing, and looking as if they had 
been whipped, set to work enthusiastically, hunting for mistakes. 

On the ground floor, in the shop. Mouret went straight to No. 10 
cash-desk, where Albert Lhomme was polishing his nails while 
waiting for customers. People generally spoke of ‘the Lhomme 
dynasty’ since Madame Aur61ie, the buyer in the mantle department, 
after having pushed her husband into the job of chief cashier, had 
succeeded in obtaining a retail cash-desk for her son, a large lad. 
pale and depraved, who could never stay anywhere, and who caused 
her the most acute anxiety. But faced with the young man, Mouret 
stood aside: he felt it repugnant to impair his charm by doing police 
work; both from preference, and also as part of his tactics he kept 
to his role of benevolent god. Lightly, with his elbow, he touched 
Bourdoncle. the key man. to whom he usually entrusted executions. 

‘Monsieur Albert,’ said the latter severely, ‘you’ve again taken 
down an address wrong, the parcel has come back. . . . It’s intoler- 
able.’ 

The cashier felt obliged to defend himself, and called the porter 
who had done up the parcel as a witness. This porter, Joseph by 
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name, also belonged to the Lhomme dynasty as he was Albert’s 
foster brother, and he owed his job to Madame Aur^lie’s influence. 
As the young man was trying to make him say it was the customer 
who had made the mistake, he was stuttering, twisting the little 
goatee which made his scarred face seem longer, torn between his 
conscience as an old soldier and his gratitude to his protectors. 

‘Leave Joseph alone, for goodness’ sake.’ Bourdoncle shouted 
finally. ‘And please, don’t say any more. ... Oh! You’re lucky 
that we value your mother’s good work!’ 

But, at that moment, Lhomme hastened towards them. From his 
own cash-desk near the door he could see his son’s, which was in the 
glove department. Already white-haired, grown heavy from his 
sedentary life, he had a soft, unobtrusive face which seemed to be 
worn away by the reflection of the money which he was ceaselessly 
counting. The fact that he had had an arm amputated did not hin- 
der him a whit in his task, and people even went out of curiosity to 
see him checking the takings, so swiftly did the notes and coins slide 
through his left hand, the only one which remained to him. The son 
of a tax-collector in Chablis, he had turned up in Paris as book- 
keeper to a wine-merchant in the Port-aux-Vins. Then lie had mar- 
ried the daughter of a small Alsacian tailor, the caretaker of the 
house where he was living in the Rue Cuvier; and, from that day 
on, he had been under the thumb of his wife, whose commercial 
abilities filled him with respect. She earned more than twelve thou- 
sand francs in the mantle department, whereas he had a fixed salary 
of only five thousand francs. And his respect for a wife who could 
bring such sums into the family extended to his son as well, for he 
came from her. 

‘What’s the matter?’ he murmured. ‘Albert has made a mistake?’ 

At that, Mouret reappeared on the scene to play the part of the 
good prince, as was his custom. When Bourdoncle had made him- 
self feared, Mouret would take care of his own popularity. 

‘A stupid mistake.’ he murmured. ‘My dear Lhomme, your Al- 
bert is a scatter-brain who really should take example from you.’ 

Then, changing the conversation and making himself even more 
agreeable, he said: 

‘What about the concert the other day? . . . Did you have a good 
seat?’ 

A blush spread over the old cashier’s pale cheeks. Music was his 
only vice, a secret vice which he indulged in alone, haunting the 
theatres, concerts, auditions; in spite of his amputated arm he 
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played the horn, thanks to an ingenious system of clamps; and 
Lre Madame Lhomme hated noise, m the evemng he would wrap 
his instrument up in a cloth, and was nevertheless roused to ecstas- 
ies by the strangely muffled sounds which he extracted from it. In 
the inevitable confusion of his home he had made an oasis of music 
for himself. Apart from his admiration for his wife, he was con- 
cerned with nothing but this, and the money in the cash-desk. 

‘A very good seat,’ he answered, his eyes shimng. It was really 

too kind of you. Monsieur.’ i 

Mouret who took a personal delight in satisfying people s pas- 
sions. sometimes gave Lhomme tickets which ladiw who were pat- 
rons of the arts had pressed on him. And he finally won him over 


completely by saying: 

‘Ah! Beethoven, ah! Mozart What music! « j 

Without waiting for a reply he moved off and caught up Bourd- 
oncle, who was already going round the departments. In the central 
hall an interior courtyard wliich had been covered with a glass 
roof, were the silks. First they both went along the gallery on the 
Rue Neuve-Saint-Auguslin side, which was filled from one end to 
the other with household linen. Nothing abnormal struck them, they 
passed through slowly amid respectful assistants. Then they turned 
into the printed cotton goods and hosiery, where the same order 
reigned. But. in the woollen department, which ran the lenjgth of the 
gallery coming back at right angles to the Rue de la Michodiere, 
Bourdoncle on catching siglU of a young man sitting on a counter 
and looking worn out after a sleepless night, once more assumed his 
role of chief executioner; tlie young man. Li^nard by name, the son 
of a rich linen-draper in Angers, hung his h^d while receiving the 
reprimand, his only fear being, in the life of indolence, thoughtless- 
ness and pleasure which he led. that he might be called back to the 
provinces bv his father. From then on admonishments fell thick 
as hail, the Rue de la Michodiere gallery bearing the brunt of the 
storm: in the drapery department one of those salesmen who re- 
ceived board and lodging but no salary, one of those who were start- 
ing liieir careers and who slept in their departments, had come in 
after eleven o’clock; in the haberdashery the assistant buyer had 
j\ist been caught in the depths of the basement, finishing a cigarette. 
And in the glove department, above all, the tempest broke over 
the head of one of the few Parisians in the shop, who was known 
as Hand.'-ome Mignot; he was the illegitimate son of a lady who 
taught the harp but had come down in the world; his crime was that 




he had made a scene in the canteen by complaining about the food. 
He tried to explain that there were three meal services, one half 
past nine, one at half past ten. and one at half past eleven, and that 
as he went to the third service, he always had the dregs of the sauce 
and helpings of left-over bits. 

‘What’s this? The food is not good?’ asked Mouret innocently, 
opening his mouth at last. 

He only gave one franc fifty per head per day to the chef, a real 
terror from Auvergne, who nevertheless still found it possible to 
line his own pockets; and the food really was abominable. But 
Bourdoncle shrugged his shoulders: a chef who had to ser\'e four 
hundred lunches and four hundred dinners, even in three batches, 
could scarcely linger over the refinements of his art. 

‘Never mind,’ the good-natured chief went on, ‘I want all our 
employees to have healthy food and plenty of it. ... I shall speak to 
the chef about it.’ 

Mignot’s complaint was shelved. Then, back at their point of de- 
parture, standing near the door among the umbrellas and ties. 
Mouret and Bourdoncle received a report from one of the four shop- 
walkers who supervised the shop. Old Jouve. a retired captain who 
had been decorated at Constantine, still a handsome man, \s'ith a 
large sensual nose and majestically bald, told them of a salesman 
who, at a simple remonstrance from him, had called him ‘an old 
dodderer’; and the salesman was immediately dismissed. 

Meanwhile, the shop was still empty of customers. Only local 
housewives were going through the deserted galleries. At the door, 
the inspector who clocked in the staff had just closed his book and 
was making a separate list of those who were late. This was the 
moment when the salesman took up their positions in their depart- 
ments, which porters had been sweeping and dusting since five 
o’clock. Each one put his hat and overcoat away, stifling a yawn as 
he did so, still looking pale with sleep. Some were exchanging a word, 
looking about them, seemingly stretching themselves prior to an- 
other day’s work; others, without hurrying, were drawing back the 
green baize with which, on the evening before, they had covered the 
the goods which they had previously folded up; and the symmetric- 
ally arranged piles of material were appearing, the whole shop was 
clean and tidy, with tranquil brilliance in the gay early morning 
light, waiting for the scrimmage of selling once more to choke and 
somehow to make it smaller beneath an avalanche of linen, cloth, 
silk and lace. 
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In the sharp light of the central hall, at the silk counter, two 
young men were talking in a low voice. One of them, small and at- 
tractive, sturdy-looking and with a pink complexion, was trying to 
blend different coloured silks for an indoor display. His name was 
Hutin, and he was the son of a caf6 proprietor in Yvetot; in eigh- 
teen months he had succeeded in becoming one of the principal 
salesmen, and he had done so by means of a pliability of character, 
a continuous servile flattery, which hid beneath it a ravenous appe- 
tite, a desire to eat up everything, devour the world without even be- 
ing hungry, just for sheer pleasure. 

‘Listen. Favier, I’d have hit him if I’d been you, honestly!’ he was 
saying to the other, a big morose-looking lad. dried up and sallow, 
who had been born in Besanfon of a family of dyers and who, though 
devoid of charm, hid a disquieting strength of will beneath a re- 
served manner. 

‘It doesn't get you anywhere, hitting people,’ he murmured phleg- 
matically. ‘It’s better to wait.’ 

They were both talking about Robineau, who was in charge of the 
assistants while the head of the department was in the basement. 
Hutin was secretly undermining the assistant buyer, whose job he 
wished to have. Already, in order to hurt his feelings and make him 
leave, when the job of first salesman which Robineau had been 
promised had fallen vacant, he had devised the plan of bringing 
Boulheniont in from outside. However, Robineau was holding his 
own. and there was now an unending battle between them. Hutin 
dreamed of setting the whole department against him. of getting rid 
of him by dint of ill will and small irritations. He was carrying out his 
operations with his pleasant manner, what is more, principally incit- 
ing Favier to rebellion, for he was the salesman next to him in senior- 
ity. and seemed content to let himself be led. although he would sud- 
denly show reserve through which a whole, silently-waged private 
campaign was discernable. 

‘Sh! Seventeen!’ he said sharply to his colleague, in order to 
warn liim with this time-honoured exclamation of the approach of 
Mouret and Bourdoncle. 

These t^^o were indeed going through the hall, continuing their 
inspection. They stopped, they asked Robineau for some informa- 
tion about a stock of velvet piled up in boxes which were cluttering 
up a table. And. when the latter replied that there was no room, 
Mouret exclaimed with a smile: 

‘I told you so. Bourdoncle. the shop is too small! One day we 
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shall have to pull down the walls as far as the Rue de Choiseul! 
You’ll see what a crush there’ll be next Monday!’ 

While he was on the subject, he again questioned Robineau and 
gave him orders concerning the sale for which all the departments 
were preparing. But, for several minutes, while continuing to talk 
he had been watching Hutin, who was lingering behind in order to 
put some blue silks next to grey and yellow silks, and then standing 
back to see how the colours blended. Suddenly Mouret intervened. 

‘But why do you try to make it easy on the eye?’ he said. ‘Don't 
be afraid, blind them. . . . Here! Some red! Some green! Some yel- 
low!’ 


He had taken up the pieces of material, was scattering them, 
crushing them, making dazzling combinations with them. Everyone 
agreed that the governor was the best window-dresser in Paris, a 
revolutionary window-dresser, as a matter of fact, who had founded 
the school of the brutal and gigantic in the art of display. He wan- 
ted avalanches, seemingly fallen at random from disembowelled 
shelves, and he wanted them blazing with the most flamboyant col- 
ours, making each other seem even brighter. He used to say that on 
leaving the shop the customer’s eyes should ache. Hutin who. on 
the contrary, belonged to the classic school of symmetry and melo- 
dious effect achieved by shading, watched him lighting this confla- 
gration of materials in the middle of a table without indulging in the 
slightest criticism, but with his lips pursed in the wry expression of 
an artist whose convictions were hurt by such an orgy. 

‘There!’ exclaimed Mouret. when he had finished. ‘And leave it 
there. . . . You tell me if it catches any women on Monday!’ 

Just as he was rejoining Bourdoncle and Robineau, a woman was 
coming in their direction; she remained for a few seconds rooted to 
the spot, breathless at the sight of the display. It was Denise. She 
had been hesitating for almost an hour out in the street, the victim of 
a terrible attack of shyness, and had at last just made up her mind to 
come in. But she was losing her head to such an extent that she 
could not understand even the simplest explanations; the assistant.s 
of whom she stammeringly enquired for Madame Aun^lie pointed 
out the mezzanine staircase to her in vain; she would thank them, 
then turn left if she had been told to turn right; thus for ten minutes 
she had been scouring the ground floor, going from department to 
department, surrounded by the ill-natured curiosity and sullen in- 
difference of the salesmen. She felt a desire to run away and, at the 


same time, a need to admire ev^(^imv^ch was holding her back, 
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She was so lost and small inside the monster, inside the machine, 
and although it was still idle, she was terrified that she would be 
cauglit in its motion which was already beginning to make the walls 
quake. And the thought of the shop at the Vieil Elbeuf, dark and 
narrow, made this vast shop appear even bigger to her, made her see 
it gilded with light like a town, w'ilh its monuments, its squares, its 
streets, in which it seemed as if she would never be able to find her 
way. 

She had not so far dared to \ enture into the silk hall, of which the 
high glazed ceiling, sumptions counters and church-like atmosphere 
alarmed her. Then, when she had at last gone in there in order to 
escape from the laughter of the salesmen in the household linen de- 
partment, she had suddenly stumbled straight into Mouret’s display: 
and in of being scared, the woman in her was aroused by it and. 
her cheeks suddenly flushed, she was oblivious of herself as she 
watched the blazing conflagration of silks. 

‘Why!’ said Hutin crudely in Favier’s ear, ‘It’s the tart from the 
Place Gaillon.’ 

Mourct. w'hile pretending to listen to Bourdoncle and Robineau, 
was in his heart of hearts flattered by this poor girl's surprise, just 
as a duchess may be stirred by the brutal look of desire of a passing 
carter. Put Denise had raised ]icr eyes, and she was even more con- 
fused when she recognized the young man she took to be the head 
of a deparlmenl. She fancied that he was looking at her sternly. 
Then, no longer knowing how to gel av.'ay, completely distraught, 
she once again approached the first assistant she saw, Favier who 
was close to her. 

‘Madame Aur61ie, please?’ 

Favier. unobliging, was content to reply curtly: 

‘On the mezzanine floor.' 

And Denise, in haste to get away from all those men staring at 
her, thanked him and was once more turning back to the staircase, 
when Hutin gave way naturally to his gallant instincts. He had 
called lier a tart, but it was with his kindly air of a handsome sales- 
man that he stopped her. 

‘No, this way. Mademoiselle. . . . If yomvould be so good as to 

He even took a few steps in front of lier, conducted her to the 
foot of the stairs which were in the left-hand corner of the hall. 
There he bowed slightly, and smiled at her with the smile he gave 
to all \\ omen. 

‘Upstairs, turn left .... The mantle department is opposite.’ 
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This tender politeness moved Denise deeply. It was as if some 
brotherly assistance was being given her. She had raised her eyes, 
she was gazing at Hutin. and everything about him touched her. his 
handsome face, his smiling glance which allayed her fear, liis voice 
which seemed to her of a consoling sweetness. Her heart s\\'elled 
with gratitude, she showed her friendship in the few disconnected 
words which her emotions enabled her to stammer out. 

‘You’re too kind. . . . Please don’t trouble. . . . Thank you so 
much. Monsieur. . . 

Hutin was already rejoining Favicr, to whom he was saying under 
his breath, in a crude tone: 

‘She’s pretty skinny, isn’t she!’ 

Up.stairs, the girl found the mantle department straight away. It was 
a vast room surrounded by high cupboards of carved oak, and with 
plate-glass windows facing the Rue de la Michodiere. Five or six 
women, in silk dresses and very stylish-looking with their back hair 
curled and their crinolines sweeping behind them, were bustling 
about there, chatting as they did so. One of them, tall and thin, 
with too long a head, looking like a runaway horse, was leaning up 
against a cupboard, as if she was already tired out. 

‘Madame Aurdlie?’ Denise repeated. 

The saleswoman looked at her. with an air of disdain for her poor 
get-up, without replying; then, sjxaking to one of her companions, 
a short girl with an unhealthy, pasty complexion, she asked in an 
artless, wearied manner: 

‘Mademoiselle Vadon, do you know where the buyer is?’ 

The other girl, who was in the process of arranging long cloaks 
in order of size, did not even take the trouble to look up. 

‘No, Mademoiselle Prunaire, I don’t know,’ she said in an artific- 
ial way. 

A silence ensued, Denise remained motionless, and no one took 
any notice of her. However, after having waited a moment she 
plucked up her courage sufficiently to ask a fre.sh question. 

‘Do you think that Madame Aurdlie will be back soon?’ 

Then the assistant buyer of the department, a thin, ugly woman 
whom she hafl not noticed, a widow with a prominent chin and 
coarse hair, called to her from a cupboard where she was checking 
price tickets: 

‘You must wait, if you want to talk to Madame Aur^lie in per- 
son.* 

And. questioning another sales-lady, she added: 
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‘Isn’t she in the recepUon office?* 

‘No. Madame Fr^d^ric. I don’t thmk so, the girl replied. She 

didn’t’say anything, she can’t be very far ayay.’ o 

Thus informed, Denise remained standmg. There were, mdw . 
few chairs for customers, but as no one told her to sit down she did 
not dare take one in spite of her confusion, which was making her 
legs feel as if they were breaking. It was dear that ffiese young lad 
had sensed her to be a sales-girl coming to apply for a job. and they 
were staring at her out of the corners of their strippi^ her 
naked, without benevolence, with the veiled hostihty of p^p 
seated at table who do not like moving up to make room for those 
outside who are hungry. Her embarrassment grew; takmg small 
steps she crossed the room and went to look out into the street m 
order not to lose face. Just opposite her the Vieil Elbeuf with its 
mildewed frontage and its dead shop windows, seen thus rrom the 
luxury and from the life in which she now found herself, seemed to 
her so ugly, so wretched, that at last her heart was wrung with 


something akin to remorse. . . i. . 

‘I say.’ whispered tall Mademoiselle Prunaire to short Madem- 
oiselle Vadon. ‘have you seen her boots?’ 

‘And what about her dress!’ the other was murmuring. 

Her eyes were still on the street. Denise felt herself being de- 
voured. But she was without anger, she had not thought either or 
them beautiful, neither the tall one with her bun of red hair hang- 
ing down her horse-like neck, nor the short one with her sour-milk 
complexion which made her fiat and seemingly boneless face look 
flabby. Clara Prunaire. daughter of a sabot-maker in^the Vivet for- 
est. had been seduced by the men-servants at the Chateau de Mar- 
euil, where the Countess used to employ her to do the mending: she 
had subsequently come from a shop at Langres to Paris, where she 
was now revenging herself on other men for the kicks with which in 
the past old man Prunaire had bruised her back. Marguerite Vadon 
had been born in Grenoble, where her family owned a cloth busi- 
ness: she had had to be sent off to the Bonheur des Dames in order 
to hush up a slip she had made, a child conceived by accident: she 
was now behaving herself very well, and was eventually to return 
home to run her parents’ shop and marry a cousin who was waiUng 


for her. 

‘Anyv.'ay.’ Clara resumed in a low voice, ‘that’s someone who 
won’t cut much ice here!’ 

But they stopped talking, for a woman of about forty-five was 



coming in. It was Madame Aur^lie, very stout and laced in to her 
black silk dress of which the bodice, stretched over the massive 
curves of her shoulders and bosom, shone like a breast-plate. 
Below her black hair parted in the middle she had large, motionless 
eyes, a stern mouth, broad, rather pendulous cheeks; from the 
augustness of her position as chief buyer her face was acquiring the 
puffiness of the bloated mask of some Caesar. 

‘Mademoiselle Vadon,’ she said in an irritated voice, ‘why didn’t 
you put the model of the close-fitting coat back in the workroom 

yesterday?* 

‘There was an alteration to be made, Madame,’ the saleswoman 
replied, ‘and it was Madame Fr6d6ric who kept it back.’ 

At that the assistant buyer took the model from a cupboard, and 
the altercation continued. When Madame Aurt^lie thought she had 
to defend her authority, everything bowed before her. Extremely 
vain — to the point of not wishing to be called by her name of 
Lhomme, which annoyed her. and of not owning up to the fact that 
her father, whom she spoke of as a tailor in a sliop, was really just 
a door-keeper— she was good-natured only to those girls who were 
pliable and affectionate, lost in admiration for her. In the past, in 
the dressmaking business which she had tried to establish herself, 
she had become embittered, ceaselessly dogged by bad luck, exas- 
perated by feeling that she was made for affluence and yet achieved 
nothing but failure; and nowadays still, even after her success at 
the Bonheur des Dames where she was earning twelve thousand 
francs a year, it seemed as if she still had a grudge against the world, 
and she was hard on beginners just as. in the beginning, life had 
been hard on her. 

‘That’s enough chat!’ she finally said tartly. ‘You’ve no more 
sense than the others. Madame Fr^d^ric. . . . Have the alteration 
done straight away!’ 

During this discussion Denise had stopped looking at the street. 
She thought this woman was probably Madame Aurdlie but, 
alarmed by her voice raised in anger, she remained standing there, 
still waiting. The saleswomen, delighted at having set the buyer and 
assistant buyer of the department at loggerheads, had gone back 
to their tasks with an air of complete indifference. Several minutes 
passed, no one had the kindness to extricate the girl from her em- 
barrassment. In the end, it was Madame Aurdlie herself who noticed 
her and who, surprised at seeing her standing there motionless, 
asked her what she wanted. 
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‘Madame Aurelie. please?’ 

‘I am Madame Aurelie.’ , . , -a 

Denise's mouth was dry. her hands were cold, she was seized 

again with one of her old childhood fears, when she had been terrified 
she might be whipi:>ed. She stammered out her request, then had to 
begin it afresh in order to make it intelligible. Madame 
looked at her with her large, motionless eyes, and not a single fold 
of her imperial mask deigned to unbend. 

‘How old are you, then?’ 

‘I’m twenty, Madame.’ ^ ^ 

‘What do you mean, twenty? You don’t look as if you re more 

than sixteen!’ . 

Once more, the saleswomen were looking up. Denise hastened to 

add: 

‘Oh. I’m very strong!’ 

Madame Aurelie shrugged her broad shoulders. Then she de- 
clared: 

‘Oh well. I don’t mind putting down your name. \ye pul down the 
names of those who apply. . - . Mademoiselle Prunairc, give me the 

register.’ 

It was not found at once, it seemed that Jouve, one of the shop- 
walkers. had it. Just as Clara, the tall girl, was going to fetch it. 
Mouret arrived, still follo\\cd by Bourdoncle. They were compicling 
their tour of the mezzanine floor, they had been through the laces, 
the shawls, the furs, the furniture, the underwear, and were finish- 
ing up with the mantle department. Madame Aurelie moved to one 
side, spoke to them for a moment about an order for coats which 
she hoped to give one of the big Parisian contractors; usually she 
bought direct, and on her own responsibility; but. for important 
purchases, she preferred to consult the management. Next, Bourd- 
oncle told her about her son Albert’s latest careless lapse, at which 
slie appeared to be in despair; that child would be the death of her; 
it could at least be said of his father, even if he wasn't strong, that 
he did behave well. The whole Lhomme dynasty, of which she was 
the undisputed head, sometimes gave her a great deal of trouble. 

Meanwhile Mouret. surpri.sed at .seeing Denise again, bent down 
to ask Madame Aurelie \^■hat the girl was doing there; when the 
buyer rcjilied that she had come to apply for a job as saleswoman, 
Bourdoncle, with his contempt for women, was flabbergasted at such 
pretension. 

‘Nonsense!’ he munnured. ‘It's a joke! She’s too ugly.’ 
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‘It must be admitted there’s nothing very beautiful about her.’ 
said Mouret, not daring to defend her, although he still felt touched 
by her ecstasy downstairs when she had been looking at the display. 

The register was brought, and Madame Aur^lie came back to- 
wards Denise. The latter certainly did not make a good impression. 
She was very clean, in her skimpy black woollen dress; they did 
not dwell on her poor gel-up, as uniform, the regulation silk dress, 
was provided: but she seemed to be very starved-looking, and her 
face was sad. Witltout insisting on the girls being beautiful, for sel- 
ling they wanted them to be attractive, and beneath the stares of all 
those ladies and gentlemen, who were studying her, weighing her like 
a mare being haggled over by peasants at a fair, Denise finally lost 
the remnants of her self-possession. 

‘Your name?’ asked the buyer, pen in hand, ready to write on 
the end of a counter. 

‘Denise Baudu, Madame.’ 

‘Your age?’ 

‘Twenty and four months.’ 

And she repealed, venturing to look up at Mouret as she did so. 
at the man she took to be the head of a department whom she kept 
on meeting, and whose presence perturbed her. 

‘I don’t look it. but I’m very tough.’ 

People smiled. Bourdoncle was studying his nails with impatience. 
Her words, what is more, fell in the middle of a discouraging silence. 

Tn what shop have you worked in Paris?’ the buyer resumed. 

‘But Madame, I’ve just come from Valognes.’ 

This was a fresh disaster. Usually, the Bonheur des Dames stipu- 
lated that its saleswomen should have worked for a year in one of 
the small shops in Paris. Hearing that, Denise was in despair, and 
if it had not been for the children she would have left straight away 
in order to bring the useless interrogation to an end. 

‘Where did you work at Valognes?’ 

‘At Comaille’s.* 

Mouret let slip a remark: ‘I know it, it’s a good firm.’ 

Usually he never intervened in the engagement of personnel, as 
the heads of departments were responsible for their own staff. But. 
with his sensitive flair for women, he felt a hidden charm in this 
girl, a force of grace and tenderness of which she herself was un- 
aware. The good reputation of the shop in which an applicant had 
started work carried much weight; often it was the deciding factor 
m engaging someone. Madame Aur61ie went on in a gentler voice: 
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‘And why did you leave Cornaille’s?’ 

‘For family reasons,’ Denise replied, blushing. We have lost our 
parents. I had to follow my brothers In any case, here’s a testi- 
monial.’ , , -Ur, 

It was excellent. She was beginning to have hopes again, when a 


final question caused her embarrassment. 

‘Have you any other references in Paris? Where are you living? 
‘At my uncle’s,’ she murmured hesitating to name him. fearing 
that they would never want the niece of a competitor, ‘At my Uncle 
Baudu’s. over there, opposite.’ 

At that Mouret intervened a second time. 

‘What’s that? You’re Baudu's niece! Did Baudu send you here. 


‘Oh! no. sir!’ . 

And then she could not help laughing, so peculiar did the idea 

seem to her. She was transfigured. She grew pink, and the smile on 
her rather large mouth seemed to light up her whole face. Her grey 
eyes took on a lender light, adorable dimples appeared in her cheeks, 
even her fair hair seemed to be soaring with the admirable and 

courageous gaiety of her whole being. 

“Why. she’s pretty!’ said Mouret in a low voice to Bourdoncle. 

Witfi a gesture of boredom his associate refused to concur. Clara 
had pursed her lips, while Marguerite was turning her back. Only 
Madame Aur^lie nodded her head in approval at Mouret when he 

continued: 

‘Your uncle should have brought you himself, his recommenda- 
tion would have been sufTicicnl. They say he bears us a grudge. We 
are more broad-minded, and if he can’t employ his niece in his own 
shop, well, we’ll show him that his niece had only to knock on our 
door to be taken in. Tell him that I'm still very fond of him, it s not 
me he should blame, but the new business conditions. And tell him 
that he’ll succeed in ruining himself if he persists in all those ridicu- 
lous. old-fashioned ideas.’ 

Denise became quite pale again. It was Mouret. No one had 
pronounced his name, but he himself had shown who he was, and 
she guessed it now, she understood why this young man had caused 
her such emotion in the street, in the silk department, and again 
now. This emotion, in which she could divine nothing, was weighing 
more and more heavily on her heart, like a burden that was too 
heavy. All the stories told her by her uncle came back in her mem- 
ory. enlarging Mouret, surrounding him with a legend, establishing 
him as the master of the terrible machine which, since the morning 
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had been holding her in the iron teeth of its gear-wheels. And. be- 
hind his handsome head with his well-kept beard, with his eyes the 
colour of old gold, she saw the dead woman, that Madame H^douin 
with whose blood the stones of the shop had been sealed. Then the 
cold feeling of the day before seized her once more, and she believed 
she was simply frightened of him. 

Meanwhile, Madame Aur^lie was closing the register. Only one 
saleswoman was needed, and ten applications had already been en- 
tered. But her desire to please her employer wa.s too great for her 
to hesitate. The application would still go through the usual chan- 
nels, Jouve, the shopwalker, would make inquiries and draw up a 
report, and the buyer would take a decision. 

‘Very well. Mademoiselle.’ she said majestically, in order to re- 
tain her authority. ‘Wc will write to you.’ 

Embarrassment held Denise rooted there for a moment longer. 
Surrounded by all those people, she did not know how to get away. 
Finally, she thanked Madame Auraiie; and when she had to pass 
in front of Mourct and Bourdonclc she said good-bye to them. They 
did not even return her greeting for, in any case, they were no 
longer thinking about her, but were examining the model coat with 
Madame Fr6d6ric. Clara looked at Marguerite and made a gesture 
of annoyance, as if predicting that the new sales-girl would not have 
a very good time in the department. No doubt Denise felt this in- 
difference and malice behind her back, for she went down the stair- 
case with the same uneasiness with which she had gone up it. a prey 
to strange qualms, wondering whether she should be in de.spair or 
delighted at having come. Could she count on the job? In her anx- 
iety, which had prevented her from understanding clearly, she was 
once more beginning to have her doubts about it. Of all her sensa- 
tions. two were persisting and gradually effacing the others: the im- 
pression made on her by Mouret, so deep as to make her afraid; 
and then. Hutin’s kindness, the only pleasure she had had that 
morning, a memory of charming gentleness which was filling her 
With gratitude. When she went through the shop in order to go out 
she looked for the young man. happy at the thought of thanking 

him once more with a look; and when she did not see him she felt 
sad. 

‘Well Mademoiselle, have you been successful?’ a voice tinged 
with emotion asked her when she finally reached the street. 

She turned round and recognized the big, pale, ungainly lad 
who had spoken to her in the morning. He, too. was coming out of 
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the Bonheur des Dames, and he appeared to be even more scared 
than she was. completely bewildered by the interrogation he had 

just been through. 

‘Goodness! Tvc no idea. Monsieur,’ she replied. 

‘You’re in the same boat as me, then. What a way they’ve got of 
looking at you and speaking to you in there! I was trying for the 
lace department. I’ve been at Crevecoeur’s, in the Rue du Mail.* 

They were once more standing facing each other; and. not know- 
ing how to take their leave, they began to blnsh. Then the young 
man, shy to excess, in order to say something ventured to ask her 
in his awkward, kind way: 

‘What is your name. Mademoiselle?’ 

‘Denise Baudu.* 

‘I’m called Henri Deloche.’ 

They were smiling now. Yielding to the affinity of their positions, 
they held out their hands to each other. 

‘Good luck! * 

‘Yes, good luckl* 
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Every Saturday, from four to six, Madame Desforges served lea 
and cakes to those of her close friends who might wish to come and 
see her. The flat was on the third floor, at the corner of the Rue de 
Rivoli and the Rue d’ Alger; and the windows of the two drawing- 
rooms looked out over the Tuileries gardens. 

On that particular Saturday, as a servant was about to show him 
into the large drawing-room, it so happened that Mourel. from the 
ante-room and through a door which had been left open, caught sight 
of Madame Desforges crossing the small drawing-room. On seeing 
him she had stopped, and he went in that way. greeting her in a 
formal manner. Then, when the servant had shut the door again, 
he hurriedly seized the young woman’s hand, and kissed it tenderly. 

‘Be careful! There are people there!’ she said in a whisper, point- 
ing towards the door of the large drawing-room. ‘I went to fetch 
this fan to show them.’ 

And, with the tip of a fan, she gaily gave him a little tap on his 
face. She was dark and rather buxom, with large, jealous eyes. He, 
still holding her hand, asked: 

‘Will he come?’ 

‘Yes, of course,’ she replied. ‘I have his word.’ 

They were both talking about Baron Hartmann, director of the 
Credit Immobilier. Madame Desforges’s father had been an import- 
ant civil servant; she was the widow of a stockbroker who had left 
her a fortune — a fortune which some people denied existed, while 
others exaggerated it. It was rumoured that even while her husband 
was alive she had shown her gratitude to Baron Hartmann, whose 
advice, as an important financier, had been useful to the family; and 
later on, after her husband’s death, the liaison must probably have 
continued, though always discreetly, without imprudence or scan- 
dal. Madame Desforges always avoided notoriety; in the upper 
middle class into which she had been born everyone received her. 
Even now, when the passion of the banker, a sceptical and shrewd 
man, was turning into a purely fatherly affection, if she did venture 
to have lovers on whom he turned a blind eye. she exercised such 
delicate restraint and tact in her love affairs and her knowledge of 
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the world was so skilfully applied, that appearances were kept up 
and no one would have dared to question her virtue out loud. Hav- 
ing met Mouret at the house of some mutual friends, she had at 
first detested him; then later, she had yielded to him. as if carried 
away by the sudden passion with which he was besieging her. He 
was manccuvring in order to get a hold over the Baron through her, 
and in the meantime she was gradually really falling deeply in love 
with him, she adored him with the violence of a woman already 
thirty-five years old. but who only admitted to twenty-nine, for she 
was in despair at the thought that he was the younger, and terrified 
of losing him. 

‘Does he know about it?’ he went on. 

‘No. you explain the business to him yourself,’ she answered, no 
longer addressing him with the familiar ‘tu’. 

She was looking at him. she was thinking to herself that if he used 
her influence with the Baron like that, while pretending to consider 
him simply as an old friend of hers, he could not know anything. 
But he was still holding her hand, he was calling her his kind Henri- 
ette, and she fell her heart melting. Silently, she offered her lips to 
him. pressed them against his; then, in a low voice, she said: 

‘Sh! They’re waiting for me. . . . Follow me in.’ 

Idle voices, muffled by the hangings, were coming from the large 
drawing-room. She pushed the double door and, leaving it wide 
open, she handed the fan to one of the four ladies who were sitting 
in the middle of the room. 

‘Look, here it is,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know where it was, my maid 
would never have found it.’ 

And. turning round, she added gaily: 

‘Do come in. Monsieur Mouret, come through the small drawing- 
room. It won’t be so ceremonious.’ 

Mouret bowed to the ladies, whom he already knew. The draw- 
ing-room, with its Louis XVI furniture which was upholstered with 
brocade decorated with nosegays, with its gilded bronzes, its huge 
green plants, had a lender feminine intimacy about it in spite of its 
high ceiling; and. through the two windows, the chestnut trees in 
the Tuileries gardens could be seen, their leaves being swept away 
by the October wind. 

‘Why. this Chantilly lace isn’t bad at all!’ exclaimed Madame 
Bourdelais. who was holding the fan. 

She was a small, fair woman of thirty, with a little delicately 
sliapcd nose and bright eyes, one of Henriette’s school-friends, who 
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had married an assistant under secretary in the Ministry of Finance. 
She was a member of an old middle class family, and ran her house 
and her three children with dispatch, with a good grace, and an ex- 
quisite flair for the practical side of life. 

‘And you paid twenty-five francs for the piece?’ she resumed, ex- 
amining every stitch of the lace. ‘You say you got it in Luc. from 
a local craftswoman? No, no. it isn’t expensive. But then you had to 
have it mounted.* 

‘Yes, of course,’ Madame Desforges replied. ‘The mount cost me 
two hundred francs.’ 

At that Madame Bourdelais began to laugh. So that was what 
Henriette called a bargain! Two hundred francs for a simple ivory 
mount, with a monogram on it! And all for a bit of Chantilly lace on 
which she had economized five francs! One could find fans like that 
already mounted for a hundred and twenty francs. She named a shop 
in the Rue Poissonniere. 

Meanwhile, the fan was being handed round by the ladies. Mad- 
ame Guibal scarcely gave it a glance. She was tall and thin, red- 
headed, her face suffused with indifference through which there 
sometimes showed in her grey eyes, beneath her air of detachment, 
the terrible pangs of egotism. She was never seen in the company 
of her husband, a well-known lawyer at the Palais de Justice, who 
on his side, so it was said, led the free life and was entirely im- 
mersed in his briefs and his pleasures. 

‘Oh,’ she murmured as she passed the fan to Madame de Boves, 
*I don’t suppose I’ve bought more than a couple in my life. One is 
always given too many of them.’ 

The Countess replied in a subtly ironic voice: 

‘You are lucky, my dear, to have an attentive husband! ’ 

And she lean^ towards her daughter, a tall girl of twenty and a 
half: 

‘Just look at the monogram, Blanche. What lovely work! It must 
have been the monogram which put up the price of the mount like 
that.* 

Madame de Boves was just over forty. She was a fine woman, with 
the build of a goddess, she had a big face with regular features and 
wide, sleepy eyes; her husband, Inspector-General of Stud Farms, 
had married her for her beauty. She appeared to be deeply stirred 
by the delicacy of the monogram, as if she was overwhelmed by de- 
sire, the emotion of which made her blanch. And, suddenly, she 
said: 
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‘Tell us what you think. Monsieur Mouret. Is it too expensive, 
two hundred francs for this mount?’ 

Mouret had remained standing in the midst of the five women, 
smiling, taking an interest in what was interesting them. He picked 
up the fan. and examined it; and he was about to give an opinion 
when the servant opened the door, saying: 

‘Madame Marty.* 

A thin woman, ugly, pitted by smallpox, dressed with involved 
elegance, came in. She was ageless, her thirty-five years looked like 
forty or thirty, depending on the nervous fever which was driving 
her. A red leather bag. with which she had not parted outside, was 
hanging from her right hand. 

‘My dear,’ she said to Henriette, ‘forgive me for coming with my 
bag. . . . Just fancy, on my way to see you I went in to the Bonheur. 
and as I’ve been extravagant again, I didn’t want to leave this 
downstairs in my cab. in case it's stolen.’ 

But she had just caught sight of Mouret. and went on, laughing: 

‘Ah! Monsieur. I didn’t say that to boost you up, for I didn’t 
know you were here. . . . You really have got some wonderful lace 
at the moment.’ 

Tliis drew attention away from the fan, which the young man put 
down on a pedestal table. Now the ladies were full of curiosity to 
see what Madame Marty had bought. She was known for her pas- 
sion for spending, her inability to resist temptation, strictly virtuous 
though she was. and incapable of yielding to a lover; but no sooner 
was she faced with a tiny bit of ribbon than she would let herself 
go and the flesh was conquered. The daughter of a minor civil ser- 
vant. she was now ruining her husband, the fifth-form teacher in 
the Lyc6e Bonaparte who, in order to provide for the family’s ever- 
increasing budget, had to double the salary of six thousand francs 
■ wbid v he received by giving private lessons. She did not open her 
bag. but was holding it tightly on her lap, while talking about her 
daughter Valentine, who was fourteen years old and one of her most 
ex|)ensive indulgences, for she dressed her like herself in all the 
latest fashions, which irresistibly fascinated her. 

‘You know.’ she explained, ‘this winter, dresses for girls are 
trimmed with narrow lace. ... Of course, when I saw some very 
pretty Valenciennes. . . .’ 

Finally, she brought herself to open the bag. The ladies were 
craning their necks forward when, in the silence which had fallen, 
the ante-room bell could be heard. 
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‘It’s my husband,’ stammered Madame Marty, full of confusion. 
‘He must have come to fetch me on his way back from the Bona- 
parte.’ 

She had quickly shut the bag, and with an instinctive movement 
she made it disappear under her chair. All the ladies began to laugh. 
Then she blush^ at her haste, took the bag back on to her lap, say- 
ing that men never understood, and that there was no necessity for 
them to know anything about such things. 

‘Monsieur de Boves, Monsieur de Vallagnosc,’ the servant an- 
nounced. 

This was a surprise. Madame de Boves herself had not been sure 
her husband would come. The latter, a handsome man, with mous- 
taches and an imperial, who walked with the stiff military bearing 
favoured by the Tuileries, kissed the hand of Madame Desforges 
whom he had known as a girl in her father’s house. He stood aside 
so that the other visitor, a tall pale lad with an anemically distin- 
guished look, could in his turn greet the mistress of the house. But 
the conversation was scarcely starting up again when two slight ex- 
clamations were uttered. 

‘What! It’s you. Paul!’ 

‘Why! Octave!’ 

Mouret and Vallagnosc were shaking hands. It was Madame Des- 
forges’s turn to show surprise. So they knew each other? Yes, indeed, 
they had grown up together, at a school in Plassans; and it was pure 
chance that they had never met at her house before. 

Still hand in hand they went into the small drawing-room, joking 
as they did so, just as the servant was bringing the tea. a Chinese 
service on a silver tray, which he placed near Madame Desforges in 
the centre of a marble pedestal table with light brass beading on it. 
The ladies were drawing close together, talking more loudly, entirely 
absorbed in endless, interlacing words; while Monsieur de Boves, 
standing behind them, was from time to time bending towards them 
to say a word, with the courtly politeness of a handsome official. 
The huge room, so elegantly and gaily furnished, was made even 
gayer by these chattering voices mingled with laughter. 

‘Well, Paul, old man!’ repealed Mouret. 

He was sitting close to Vallagnosc. on a settee. By themselves at 
the far end of the small drawing-room — a very elegant boudoir hung 
with buttercup-coloured silk — out of earshot, and with the ladies 
only visible to them through the wide-open door, they sat face to 
face guffawing and slapping each other on the knee. The whole of 
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their youth was re-awakening, the old college at Plassans with its 
two courtyards, and the refectory where they used to eat such a lot of 
cod. and the dormitories where the pillows used to fly from bed to 
bed as soon as the master was snoring. Paul, member of an old par- 
liamentary family of ruined and stand-offish minor aristocracy, had 
been good at his books, always first, always being quoted as an ex- 
ample by the teacher, who had foretold a most brilliant future for 
him; whereas Octave, slack and happy at the bottom of the class, 
had wasted away amongst the dunces, employing all his energies on 
violent pleasures outside school. In spite of their different natures, 
a close comradeship had nevertheless made them inseparable until 
they had got through their matriculation examination, one with dis- 
tinction, the other only just scraping through after two unfortunate 
attempts. Then life had separated them, and they were meeting 
again, already altered and aged, after an interval of ten years. 

‘Tell me now.’ Mouret asked, ‘whaf s happening to you?’ 

‘Oh. nothing’s happening to me.* 

In spite of his joy at their meeting, Vallagnosc still retained his 
tired and disillusioned manner; and as his friend, surprised, was 
pressing him. saying: 

‘Yes, but you must do something after all. . . . What do you do?’ 

He replied: ‘Nothing.’ 

Octave began to laugh. Nothing was not enough. Sentence by 
sentence, in the end he extracted Paul’s story from him — the usual 
story of boys without money who think they owe it to their social 
position to remain in the liberal professions and who bury them- 
selves under their conceited mediocrity — lucky, what is more, if they 
do not die of starvation in spite of their desks being full of diplomas. 
He had followed the family tradition and read law; after that he had 
gone on being supported by his mother, a widow, who already did 
not know how to marry off her two daughters. He had finally begun 
to feel ashamed and. leaving the three w'omen to live in discomfort 
on the remains of their money, he had taken up a minor post in the 
Ministry of the Interior, where he had buried himself like a mole 
in its earth. 

‘And what do you earn?’ Mouret resumed. 

‘Three thousand francs.’ 

‘Why, it’s a pittance! Poor old chap. I feel really sorry for you 

Why! You were so brainy as a boy. you used to lick us all! And they 
only give you three thousand francs, when they’ve had you mould- 
ering there for five years! No. it’s not fair.’ 
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He broke off. and came back to his own case. 

‘I’ve said good-bye to them myself You know what I’ve be- 
come?’ , , ^ . 

‘Yes,’ said Vallagnosc. ‘I was told that you’d gone into business. 

You own that big shop in the Place Gaillon, don’t you?’ 

‘That’s it . . . Calico, old chap!’ 

Mouret had raised his head, and he slapped him on the knee 
again; with the hearty gaiety of a cheerful fellow with no shame 
about the trade making him rich, he repeated: 

‘Calico, masses of it! My goodness, do you remember. I never 
caught on at their ideas, although deep down I never thought I was 
any stupider than anyone else. When I’d passed my niatric to please 
my family, I could quite well have become a lawyer or a doctor like 
the others; but professions like that frightened me. one sees so 
many people at the end of their tether In them. ... So, by God! 1 
threw my bonnet over the windmill, oh! with no regret! And I took 

a header into business.’ i-- n i 

Vallagnosc was smiling with an air of embarrassment. Finally he 

murmured: 

‘It’s true that your matriculation diploma can t be of much use 

to you for selling calico.’ , 

‘Goodness!’ replied Mouret blithely, ‘all I ask is that it shouldn t 

hinder me And you know, when you’ve got your feel entangled 

in a thing like that, it’s not so easy to shake it off. You go through 
life at the pace of a tortoise, while the others, those who are bare- 
foot, run like hares.’ . , . , 

Then, noticing that his friend seemed to be pained, he took his 

hands in his. and went on: 

‘Come, I don’t want to hurt you. but admit that your diplomas 
haven’t satisfied any of your needs. ... Do you know, the head of 
my silk department will get more than twelve thousand francs this 
year? Yes. really! A lad of very sound intelligence, who never got 
beyond spelling and the four rules. . . . The ordinary salesmen, at 
my place, make three to four thousand francs, more than you earn 
yourself; and their education didn’t cost what yours did, they were 
not launched in the world with a signed promise that they would 
conquer it Of course, earning money isn’t everything. Only, be- 

tween the poor devils with a smattering of learning who clutter up 
the professions without being able to eat their fill in them, and the 
practical lads, equipped for life, who know their trade backwards, 
upon my word! I wouldn’t hesitate. I’m for the latter against the 
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former. I think fellows like that understand their epoch pretty well!* 

His voice had become excited; Henriette, who was serving tea. 
had looked round. When he saw her smile at the end of the large 
drawing-room and also noticed two other ladies listening, he was 

the first to laugh at his own words. 

‘Anyway, old chap, any counter-jumper who’s just bcginmng has 
a hope of becoming a millionaire, nowadays.’ 

Vallagnosc was leaning back indolently on the sofa. He had half 
closed his eyes, in an attitude of fatigue and disdain, in which a 
touch of affectation added to the real effeteness of his breed. 

‘Pooh!’ he murmured, ‘life’s not worth so much trouble. Nothing’s 
any fun.’ 

And as Mourct, shocked, was looking at him with an air of sur- 
prise, he added: 

‘Everything happens, and nothing happens. One may as well sit 
and twiddle one’s thumbs!’ 

Then he went on to express his pessimism, to speak of the petti- 
nesses and the frustrations of existence. At one time he had dreamed 
of literature, and as a result of associating with poets he had been 
left with a feeling of universal hopelessness. In the end he always 
came back to the uselessness of effort, the boredom of hours all 
equally empty, and the ultimate stupidity of the world. Pleasures did 
not come off. and he did not even get any joy out of doing wrong. 

‘Now tell me. do you enjoy yourself?’ he asked finally. Mouret 
had reached a state of dazed indignation. He exclaimed: 

‘What! Do I enjoy myself! Ah! now what’s this nonsense you’re 
telling me? You’ve got to that point, have you. old fellow? To be 
sure I enjoy myself, and even when things go wrong, because then 
Tm furious at seeing them go wrong. I’m an enthusiast, I am. I 
don’t take life calmly, and perhaps that’s just why I’m interested in 
it.’ 

He glanced into the drawing-room and lowered his voice. 

‘Oh! Some women have really been an awful nuisance to me, that 
I confess. But, when I’ve got one, I stick to her, damn it! and it 
doesn’t always fail, and I don’t give my share to anyone else, I as- 
sure you. . . . But it isn’t only a question of women, for whom I 
don’t give a damn, actually. You see. it’s a question of willing some- 
thing and acting, it’s a question of creating, really. . . . You get an 
idea, you fight for it. you knock it into people’s heads with a ham- 
mer, you watch it grow and carry all before it. . . . Ah! yes. old chap. 
I enjoy myself! ’ 
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All the joy of action, all the gaiety of existence rang in his words. 
He repeated that he was a man of his own time. Really, people would 
have to be deformed, they must have something wrong with their 
brains and limbs to decline to get on with the job at a time when 
there was such wide scope for work, when the whole century was 
pressing towards the future. And he jeered at the hopeless, the dis- 
illusioned, the pessimists, all those invalids of budding knowledge 
who, in the midst of the immense contemporary building-yard, put 
on the tearful airs of poets or the supercilious looks of sceptics. 
Yawning with boredom at other people’s work was a fine part to 
play, a really proper and intelligent one indeed! 

*It’s my only pleasure, to yawn at other people,’ said Vallagnosc, 
smiling in his cold way. 

At this, Mouret’s passion subsided. He became affectionate once 
more. 

‘Ah! You’re just the same old Paul, always paradoxical! We 
haven’t met again in order to quarrel, have we? Everyone has his 
own ideas, fortunately. But I must show you my machine in full 
swing, you’ll see that it isn’t really so silly. . . . Come now, tell me 
your news. Your mother and sisters are well, I hope? And weren’t 
you going to get married at Plassans, about six months ago?’ 

A sudden movement on de Vallagnosc’s part made him stop short; 
and, as the latter had searched the drawing-room with an anxious 
look, he too turned round and saw that Mademoiselle de Boves had 
her eyes glued on them. Tall and buxom, Blanche was like her 
mother: only, in her case, her whole face was already putting on 
flesh and her features were coarse, blown out by unhealthy fat. Paul, 
in reply to a discreet question, said that nothing had happened so 
far; perhaps nothing would happen, even. He had met the girl at 
Madame Desforges’s house, which he had visited frequently in the 
past winter, but where he now only rarely made an appearance, which 
explained why he had not met Octave there. The Boves had invited 
him in their turn, and he was particularly fond of the father, who 
had once been something of a gay dog. but had now retired and worked 
in the civil service. They had, moreover, no money: Madame de 
Boves had brought her husband nothing but her Junoesque beauty, 
the family was living on a last, hypothetical farm, the slim income 
from which was, fortunately, supplemented by the nine thousand 
francs which the Count received as Inspector-General of Stud Farms. 
The ladies, mother and daughter, were kept very short of money by 
the Count, who was still a prey to amorous bouts away from home, 
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and they were sometimes reduced to remaking their dresses them- 
selves. 

‘Then why marry her?’ Mouret asked simply. 

‘Goodness! One must bring things to a conclusion, after all,’ said 
Vallagnosc, with a tired movement of his eyelids. ‘And then, we 
have prospects, we are waiting for an aunt to die soon.’ 

Mouret was still staring at M. de Boves, who was sitting near 
Madame Guibal and, with the amorous laugh of a man on the war- 
path, paying her marked attention. Octave turned towards his friend 
and winked in such a significant way that the latter added: 

‘No, not her. . . , Not yet, at any rate. . . . The unfortunate thing 
is that his work takes him all over France, to different stud-farms, 
and so he always has pretexts for disappearing. Last month, when 
his wife thought he was in Perpignan, he was living in an hotel buried 
in an out of the way district of Paris, in the company of a piano in- 
structress.’ 

There was a silence. Then the young man who, in his turn, was 
watching the Count’s attentions to Madame Guibal, went on in an 
undertone: 

‘My goodness, you’re right. . . . Especially as they say that the 
dear lady is not at all unsociable. There's a very funny story about 
her and an officer. . . . But do look at him! Isn’t he comic, hypnotiz- 
ing her out of the corner of his eye! There’s the old France for you, 
my friend! I simply adore that man. and if I marry his daughter he’ll 
re<illy be able to say that I did it for his sake!’ 

Mouret was laughing, very amused. He questioned Vallagnosc 
afresh, and when he heard that the original idea of a marriage be- 
tween him and Blanche had come from Madame Desforges, he 
thought the story even funnier. Dear kind Henriette took a widow’s 
pleasure in marrying people off; so much so that when she had settled 
the daughters, she would sometimes let the fathers choose their 
mistresses from her circle; but this was done in such a natural and 
becoming way that society never found any food for scandal in it. 
And when this happened Mouret, who loved her with the love of an 
active, hurried man used to calculating his caresses, would then 
forget all his ulterior motives of seduction, and have feelings of 
purely comradely friendship for her. 

Just then she appeared at the door of the small drawing-room 
followed by an old man of about sixty, whose entrance the two friends 
had not noticed. Now and again the ladies’ voices would become shrill, 
and the light tinkle of spoons in china teacups formed an accompani- 
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ment to them; from time to time, in the middle of a short silence, 
the sound of a saucer being put down too roughly on the marble 
of the pedestal table could be heard. A sudden ray from the setting 
sun, which was just appearing at the edge of a large cloud, was gild- 
ing the tops of the chestnut trees in the garden and coming through 
the windows in reddish-gold dust, illuminating the brocade and the 
brass-work of the furniture with its fire. 

‘This way, my dear Baron,’ Madame Desforges was saying. ‘May 
I introduce Monsieur Octave Mouret, who very much wishes to tell 
you how much he admires you.’ 

And, turning towards Octave, she added: 

‘Monsieur le Baron Hartmann.’ 

The old man’s lips were shrewdly twisted in a smile. He was a 
small, vigorous-looking man, with the large head typical of people 
from Alsace and with a heavy face which, at the slightest pucker of 
his mouth, at the lightest flicker of his eyelids, would light up with 
a flash of intelligence. For a fortnight he had been resisting Henri- 
ette’s wish, for it was she who had been begging for this interview; 
it was not that he felt particularly jealous for, being a man of the 
world, he was resigned to playing a father’s part; but this was the 
third of Henriette’s man friends she had introduced to him and he 
was rather afraid, in the long run, of appearing ridiculous. There- 
fore, as he approached Octave, he had the discreet smile of a rich 
protector who, though willing to be charming, does not consent to 
be fooled. 

‘Oh Monsieur,’ Mouret was saying, with his Proven9al enthus- 
iasm, ‘that last deal of the Credit Immobilier was really remarkable! 
You’ll never believe how happy and proud I am to shake hands with 
you.’ 

‘Too kind. Monsieur, too kind,’ the Baron repeated, still smiling. 

With her limpid eyes Henriette was watching them without em- 
barrassment. She remained between the two of them, raising her 
pretty head, looking from one to the other; wearing a lace dress 
which exposed her slender wrists and neck, she looked as if she was 
delighted to see them getting on so well. 

‘Gentlemen,’ she said in the end. ‘I’ll leave you to talk.’ 

Then, turning towards Paul, who had risen to his feet, she added: 

‘Would you like a cup of tea. Monsieur de Vallagnosc?’ 

‘With pleasure, Madame.’ 

And they both went back to the drawing-room. 

When Mouret has resumed his place on the sofa beside Baron 
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Hartmann, he launched into further panegyrics about the trans- 
actions of the Credit Immobilier. Then he broached a subject which 
he had very much at heart, he spoke of the new road, the extension 
of the Rue R^amur, of which a section was about to be opened be- 
tween the Place de la Bourse and the Place de I’Op^ra, under the 
name of the Rue du Dix-D6cembre. It had been declared available 
for public purposes eighteen months ago. the expropriation com- 
mittee had just been appointed, the whole district was passionately 
excited about this enormous space, worried about the period of con- 
struction and taking an interest in the condemned houses. Mouret 
had been looking forward to this work for almost three years, firstly 
because he foresaw that business would be brisker as a result, and 
then because he had ambitions of expansion to which he dared not 
admit out loud, so greatly were his dreams extending. As the Rue 
du Dix-D6cembre was going to cross the Rue de Choiseul and the 
Rue de la Michodiere, he visualized the Bonheur des Dames over- 
running the whole block of houses surrounded by these streets and 
by the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin, and he was already imagining 
it with the fa 9 adc of a palace on the new thoroughfare, dominating 
and ruling the conquered city. From this had sprung his keen desire 
to meet Baron Hartmann, for he had heard that the Credit Immobil- 
ier, by an agreement with the authorities, had contracted to open up 
the Rue du Dix-Decembre and to build it, on condition that it 
was granted the ownership of the territory bordering on the new 
street. 

‘Really,’ he was repeating, trying to put on an ingenuous air, ‘you’re 
handing over a ready-made street to them, with drains, and pave- 
ments and gaslights? And the territory skirling it is enough to com- 
pensate you? Oh! that’s odd. very odd!’ 

Finally he came to the ticklish question. He had found out that 
the Credit Immobilier was secretly buying up houses in the same 
block as the Bonheur des Dames, not only those which were due to 
fall under the pickaxes of the demolition squads, but others too, 
those which were to remain standing. And he scented in this a plan 
for some future building scheme, he was very worried about the ex- 
pansion on which he had set his heart, filled with fear at the idea of 
one day coming up against a powerful company owning premises 
which it would certainly not abandon. It was, in fact, this fear which 
had made him decide to establish a bond between the Baron and 
himself as soon as possible, the agreeable bond of a woman which, 
between men passionate by nature, can be such a close one. Doubt- 
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less, he could have seen the financier in his office, in order to discuss 
at his leisure the big deal which he wanted to propose to him. But 
he felt himself to be stronger in Henriette’s house, he knew how 
much the possession of a mistress in common brings people together 
and softens them. For them both to be in her house, in her beloved 
perfume, to have her near to win them over with a smile, seemed to 
him to make success a certainty. 

‘Haven’t you bought what used to be the Duvillard town house, 
that old building which joins on to me?’ he finally asked bluntly. 

Baron Hartmann hesitated for a moment, and then denied it. But 
looking him straight in the face, Mouret began to laugh; and the 
part he played from then on was that of a good-natured young 
man, wearing his heart on his sleeve and straight in business. 

‘Look here, Monsieur le Baron, since I’ve had the unexpected 
honour of meeting you, I must make a confession. . . . Oh! I'm not 
asking you to tell me your secrets. Only, I’m going to confide mine 
to you, for I’m sure I couldn’t put them in wiser hands. . . . Besides, 
I need your advice. I’ve been trying to pluck up courage to go and 
see you for a long time.’ 

He did, indeed, make a confession, he told of his first steps in 
business, he did not even hide the financial crisis which, in the midst 
of his triumph, he was passing through. Everything came out, the 
gradual expansions, the profits continually ploughed back into the 
business, the sums contributed by employees, the shop risking its 
very existence at each successive .sale in which the whole capital was 
staked as if on a hand of cards. Nevertheless, it was not for money 
that he was asking, for he had a fanatical faith in his custom- 
ers. His ambition was growing, he was proposing to the Baron a 
partnership in which the Crddit Immobilier would provide the col- 
ossal palace of which he dreamed, whereas he, on his side, would 
give his genius and the business goodwill already created. They 
would estimate the value of either party’s contribution, nothing 
seemed easier to him to put into effect. 

‘What are you going to do with your building sites and premises?’ 
he asked insistently. ‘You probably have an idea. But I’m quite cer- 
tain your idea is not as good as mine. . . . Just think about it. We’ll 
build a shopping arcade on the sites, we’ll demolish or convert the 
buildings, and we’ll open the most enormous shops in Paris, a 
bazaar which will make millions.’ 

Then he allowed this heart-felt cry to escape him: 

‘Oh! If only I could manage without you! But you hold cvery- 
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thing now. And then, I should never get the necessary loans. . . . 
Come now, we must reach an agreement, it would be a crime not to.’ 

‘How you do let yourself go, my dear sir,’ Baron Hartmann con- 
tented himself with replying. ‘What imagination!’ 

He was shaking his head, he went on smiling, determined not to 
repay confidences by confidences. The Credit Immobilier's plan was 
to create, in the Rue du Dix-D6cembre, a rival to the Grand Hotel, 
a luxurious establishment with a central position which would at- 
tract foreigners. In any case, since the hotel would only occupy the 
sites bordering on the street, the Baron could very well have wel- 
comed Mourei’s idea all the same and could have negotiated for the 
remaining block of houses, which was still a very vast area. But he 
had financed two of Henriette's friends already, he was getting 
rather tired of his performance as an accommodating protector. And 
then, in spite of his passion for dispatch which made him open his 
purse to every intelligent and courageous young man, Mouret’s 
streak of business genius surprised him more than it attracted him. 
Was not this gigantic shop a fantastic, rash speculation? Was it not 
courting certain ruin to wish thus to expand the drapery trade be- 
yond all bounds? In short, he did not believe in it, he was refusing. 

‘No doubt, the idea has its attraction,’ he said, ‘only it’s the idea 
of a poet. . . . Where would you find the customers to fill a cathedral 
like that?’ 

Mouret looked at him for- a moment in silence, as if stunned by 
his refusal. Was it possible? A man with a flair like that, who could 
smell out money at every level! And suddenly he made a gesture of 
great eloquence, he pointed to the ladies in the drawing-room, ex- 
claiming: 

‘The customers? Why, there they are!’ 

The sun was fading, the reddish-gold dust had become nothing 
but a pale glimmer, bidding farewell and dying away in the silk of 
the hangings and the panels of the furniture. With the approach of 
dusk a sense of intimacy was flooding the large room with warm 
mellowness. While M. de Boves and Paul de Vallagnosc were chat- 
ting in front of one of the windows, their eyes lost in the distance of 
the garden, the ladies had drawn closer together, and were forming 
a close circle of skirts in the centre of the room, from which laughter 
was ascending, and whispered remarks, eager questions and answers, 
the very essence of woman’s passion for spending and for clothes. 
They were discussing fashions. Madame de Boves was describing a 
ball dress. 
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‘First of all, an underskirt of mauve silk, and then, over it flounces 
of old Alengon lace, thirty centimetres deep ’ 

‘Oh! If I may say so,’ Madame Marty interrupted. ‘Some women 
have all the luck!’ 

Baron Hartmann, who had followed Mouret’s gesture, was look- 
ing at the ladies through the wide open door. And he was listening 
to them with half an ear, while the younger man, inflamed with the 
desire to convince him further, was confiding in him, explaining how 
the new kind of drapery business worked. It now depended on a 
quick turnover of capital, which had to be converted into goods as 
many times as possible within twelve months. Thus, in the present 
year, his initial capital of only five hundred thousand francs had 
produced a turnover of two million francs. And that was a mere no- 
thing which could be multiplied tenfold, for he felt sure that in some 
departments of his shop he could eventually get his capital back 
fifteen or twenty times over. 

‘You see. Monsieur le Baron, that’s the whole technique of it. 
It’s quite simple, once one's thought of it. We don’t need a large 
amount of working capital. All we want is to get rid very quickly of 
the goods we have bought, in order to replace them by something 
else, thus making the capital earn its interest every time we do it. 
Like this we can be content with a small profit; as our general ex- 
penses reach the enormous figure of sixteen per cent, and we never 
deduct more than twenty per cent profit on stock, it means there’s a 
profit of four per cent at the most; but if the slock is considerable 
and continually renewed this will end by making millions. . . . You 
understand, don’t you? It’s quite obvious.’ 

The Baron shook his head once more. He, who had in his lime 
welcomed the most audacious schemes, and whose boldness at the 
time when gas lighting was a novelty was still talked about, remained 
apprehensive and obstinate. 

‘I quite understand,’ he replied. ‘You sell cheaply in order to sell 
a lot and you sell a lot in order to sell cheaply . . . only, you must 
sell, and I repeat my question: to whom will you sell? How do you 
hope to maintain such colossal sales?’ 

A sudden burst of voices coming from the drawing-room cut short 
Mouret’s explanations. Madame Guibal was saying she would have 
preferred the flounces of old Alen9on lace to be only at the front of 
the dress. 

‘But, my dear,’ Madame de Boves was saying, ‘the front was 
covered with it, too. I’ve never seen any finer.’ 
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‘Why! You give me an idea.’ Madame Desforges went on, ‘I have 
a few yards of Alenfon already. ... I must look for some more to 
make a trimming.’ 

And the voices dropped again/became only a murmur. Figures 
were bandied about, a regular haggling was going on and was arous- 
ing desires, the ladies were buying lace by the handful. 

‘Ah!’ said Mouret in the end, when he could speak, ‘you can sell 
as much as you like when you know how to sell! Therein lies our 
success.’ 

Then, with his Proven^! zest, his enthusiastic phrases conjuring 
up pictures, he described the new kind of business at work. First, its 
strength was multiplied tenfold by accumulation, by all the goods be- 
ing gathered together at one point, supporting and boosting each 
other; there was never a slack period, seasonable goods were always 
kept; and, as she went from counter to counter, the customer found 
herself snared, would buy here some material, there some thread, a 
coat somewhere else, set herself up in clothes, then get caught by 
unforeseen attractions, yield to the need for all that is useless and 
pretty. Next, he extolled the system of marked prices. The great 
revolution in drapery had started from this bright idea. If old-fash- 
ioned business, small trade, was in its death throes, it was because it 
could not keep up the struggle for low prices, which had been inaug- 
urated by the system of marking prices on goods. Now competition 
was taking place under the public’s very eyes, people had only to 
walk past the shop windows to ascertain prices, and every shop was 
reducing them, content with the smallest possible profit; there was 
no cheating, no attempts at making money planned \^’ell in advance 
over a material sold at double its value, but ready sales, a regular 
profit of so much per cent on all goods, a fortune put into the smooth 
running of a sale, its scope the larger because it took place in full 
view of the public. Wasn’t this an astonishing creation? It was throw- 
ing the market into confusion, it was transforming Paris, for it was 
based on the very flesh and blood of Woman. 

‘I’ve got the women, I don’t care a damn about anything else!’ 
he said, in a brutal admission wrung from him by passion. 

Baron Hartmann seemed moved by this exclamation. His smile 
was losing its touch of irony and. gradually won over by the young 
man’s faith, he was looking at him, beginning to have an affection 
for him. 

‘Sh!’ he murmured paternally, ‘they’ll hear you.’ 

But the ladies were now all talking at the same time, so excited 
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that they were no longer even listening to each other. Madame de 
Boves was concluding her description of the evening dress: a tunic 
of mauve silk, draped and caught back by knots of lace; the bodice 
cut very low, and with more knots of lace on the shoulders. 

‘You’ll see,’ she was saying, ‘I'll have a bodice like that made 
with a satin * 

‘You know,’ Madame Bourdelais was interrupting: ‘I wanted 
some velvet. Oh! it was such a bargain!’ 

Madame Marty was asking: 

‘Well, how much was the silk?’ 

Then all the voices replied at the same time. Madame Guibal, 
Henriette, Blanche were hard at it, measuring, cutting, squandering. 
Materials were being looted, shops ransacked. The women’s lust for 
luxury was running riot as they dreamed of dresses, coveted them, 
feeling so happy in the world of clothes that they lived immersed in 
it, as they did in the warm air necessary to their existence. 

Meanwhile Mouret had glanced towards the drawing-room. And. 
in a few phrases spoken into Baron Hartmann’s ear, as if he was tel- 
ling him confidences of an amorous nature such as men sometimes 
venture to make when they are alone, he finished explaining the 
technique of modern big business to him. At last he came to some- 
thing more important than all the facts already given, of supreme 
importance, indeed: he spoke of the exploitation of Woman. Every- 
thing else lead up to it, the capita! ceaselessly renewed, the system 
of piling up goods, the low prices which attracted people, the marked 
prices which reassured them. It was Woman the shops were wrang- 
ling over in rivalry, it was Woman they caught in the everlast- 
ing snare of their bargains, after they had dazed her with their 
displays. They had awoken new desires in her weak flesh, they were 
an immense temptation to which she inevitably yielded, succumbing 
in the first place to purchases for the house, then won over by 
coquetry, finally completely enslaved. By increasing sales tenfold, by 
making luxury democratic, shops were becoming a terrible agency 
for spending; inspired as they w'erc by the extravagances of fashion, 
which were growing ever more expensive, they were causing havoc in 
homes. And if, when she was in the shops. Woman was queen, adu- 
lated and humoured in her weaknesses, surrounded with attentions, 
she reigned there as an amorous queen whose subjects trade on her. 
and who pays for every whim with a drop of her own blood. Be- 
neath the very charm of his gallantry, Mouret allowed the brutality 
of a Jew selling Woman by the pound to show through; he was 


77 



building a temple to Woman, making a legion of shop-assistants 
burn incense before her, creating the rites of a new cult: he thought 
only of her. ceaselessly trying to devise even greater enticements; and, 
behind her back, when he had emptied her pockets and wrecked her 
nerves, he was full of the secret contempt of a man to whom a mis- 
tress has just committed the folly of yielding. 

‘Get the women.’ he said to the Baron in a low voice, giving an 
impudent laugh as he did so, ‘and you’ll sell the world!’ 

Now the Baron understood. A few sentences had sufficed, he 
guessed the rest, and such gallant exploitation excited him. roused 
memories of his dissolute past. He gave a flicker of his eyelids with 
an air of understanding, he was ending up by admiring the inventor 
of this technique for devouring women. It was very good. He made 
the same remark as Bourdoncle. a remark prompted by his long 
experience: 

‘You know, they’ll revenge themselves.’ 

But Mourct shrugged his shoulders, in a movement of crushing 
disdain. All women belonged to him. were his chattels, and he be- 
longed to none of them. When he had extracted his fortune and his 
pleasure from them, he would throw them on the rubbish heap for 
those who could still make a living out of them. He had the calcu- 
lated disdain of a southerner and of a speculator. 

‘Well, sir.’ he asked in conclusion, ‘are you on my side? Does 
the business of the building sites seem possible to you?’ 

The Baron, half won over, nevertheless hesitated to commit him- 
self like that, still felt a doubt about the charm which was gradually 
having an elTcct on him. He was about to reply evasively, when an 
urgent summons from the ladies saved him the trouble. In the 
midst of idle laughter voices were calling: 

‘Monsieur Mouretl’ 

And, since the latter, annoyed at being interrupted, was pretend- 
ing not to hear, Madame de Boves. who had been standing up for a 
moment, came to the door of the small drawing-room. 

‘They are calling for you. Monsieur Mouret. . . . It’s not at all 
chivalrous of you to bury yourself in a corner to talk business.’ 

At that, he made up his mind, and with such an obvious good 
grace and air of delight that the Baron was filled with admiration. 
They both stood up, and went into the large drawing-room. 

‘Here I am. Tra at your service, ladies,’ he said as he went in, a 
smile on his lips. 

A hubbub of triumph greeted him. He had to move further for- 
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ward, the ladies made a place for him in their midst. The sun had 
just set behind the trees in the garden, day.light was fading, a deli- 
cate shadow was gradually flooding the vast room. It was the afifec- 
ting hour of twilight, that moment of discreet voluptuousness in 
Parisian houses when the light in the street is dying and the lamps 
are still being lit in the butler’s pantry. Monsieur de Boves and Val- 
lagnosc, still standing in front of the window, were casting a pool of 
shadow on the carpet; while motionless in the last ray of light com- 
ing from the other window there stood Monsieur Marty, who had 
come in discreetly a few minutes earlier, and was displaying his thin 
profile, his skimpy, clean frock-coat, and his face grown pale from 
teaching and made even more distressed-looking by the ladies’ con- 
versation about dresses. 

‘That sale is going to be next Monday, isn’t it?’ Madame Marty 
was just asking. 

‘But. of course, Madame,’ Mouret replied in a flute-like voice, an 
actor’s voice which he affected when speaking to women. 

Then Henriette interposed. 

‘You know, we’re all going. . . . They say you’re preparing mar- 
vels.* 

‘Oh! Marvels!’ he murmured with an air of modest self-complac- 
ency. ‘I only try to be worthy of your patronage.’ 

They were bombarding him with questions. Madame Bourdelais, 
Madame Guibal, Blanche too. wanted to know all about it. 

‘Come now, give us some details,’ Madame de Boves was repeat- 
ing insistently. ‘You’re making us die of curiosity!’ 

They were surrounding him, when Henriette noticed that he had 
not yet had a cup of tea. At that there was consternation; four of 
them began to serve him, but only on condition that he would reply 
to them afterwards. Henriette was pouring out, Madame Marty was 
holding the cup, while Madame de Boves and Madame Bourdelais 
were wrangling for the honour of putting in the sugar. Then, when 
he had refused to sit down and had started to drink his tea slowly, 
standing in their midst, they all drew closer, imprisoning him within 
the closed circle of their skirts. Heads raised and eyes shining, they 
were smiling at him. 

‘Your silk, your Paris-Bonheur, which all the newspapers are 
talking about?’ Madame Marty went on impatiently. 

‘Oh!’ he replied, ‘an exceptional article, a coarse faille, supple 
and strong. . . . You’ll see it, ladies. And you’ll only find it in our 
shop, for we have bought the exclusive rights.’ 
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‘Really! A beautiful silk at five francs sixty!’ said Madame Bour- 

delais, in raptures. ‘It’s unbelievable!’ 

Since the launching of the adverUsements, this silk had b^ 
occupying a considerable place in their daily life. They discussed it 
and were looking forward to it. tormented by desire and doubt. And. 
beneath the chattering curiosity with which they were overwhelming 
the young man, each one’s individual temperament as a customer 
was discernable: Madame Marty, carried away by her mama for 
spending, taking everything from the Bonheur des Dames without 
making any choice, simply buying at random from the displays, 
Madame Guibal walking round the shop for hours without ever 
making a purchase, happy and satisfied by merely feasting her eyes; 
Madame de Boves. short of money, everlastingly tortured by too 
great a desire* bearing a grudge against the goods which she could 
not take away; Madame Bourdelais, with the flair of a wise and 
practical middle class woman, going straight to the bargains, using 
the big shops with such housewifely acumen, calmly and with- 
out losing her head, that she did really save money there; finally 
Henriette who, extremely well dressed as she was. bought only 
certain articles there, her gloves, some hosiery, all her household 

linen. . , 

‘We have other materials which are amazingly inexpensive and 

yet sumptuous.’ Mouret was continuing in his melodious voice. ‘For 
example, I recommend our Cuir-d’Or to you, a taffeta with an in- 
comparable sheen. . . . Amongst the fancy silks there are some 
charming patterns, designs chosen from thousands of others by our 
buyer; and for velvets, you will find an extremely rich collection of 
shades. ... I warn you that a lot of cloth will be worn this year. You 

will see our matelass^s, our Creviots. .. .’ 

They were no longer interrupting him, but were drawing in even 
closer in their circle, their lips slightly parted in a vague smile, their 
faces close together and craning for\vard, as if their whole being 
was yearning towards their temptor. Their eyes were growing dim, 
a slight shiver was running over the napes of their necks. And, in the 
midst of the heady scents which were rising from their hair, he main- 
tained the composure of a conqueror. Between each sentence he 
went on taking little sips of tea. the perfume of which cooled down 
those other, more pungent scents, in which there was a touch of 
musk. 

Baron Hartmann, who had not taken his eyes off him, felt his 
admiration mounting before charm which had such self-possession 
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and force that it could make sport with women like that without suc- 
cumbing to the intoxicating scents which they exude. 

‘So cloth will be worn,’ resumed Madame Marty, whose passion 
for clothes was lighting up her haggard face. ‘I must go and have 
a look.* 

Madame Bourdelais, who was keeping a clear head, said in her 
turn: 

‘Your remnant sale is on Thursday, isn’t it? I shall wait. I’ve all 
my little ones to clothe.* 

And, turning her delicate fair head towards the mistress of the 
house, she said: 

‘You still get your dresses from Sauveur, don’t you?’ 

‘Why, yes!’ Henriette replied, ‘Sauveur is very expensive, but she’s 
the only person in Paris who knows how to make the bodice of a 
dress. . . . And then, whatever Monsieur Mouret may say. she has 
the prettiest designs, designs which one doesn’t see anywhere else. 
I personally can’t bear to meet my dress on every woman’s 
back.’ 

Mouret at first gave a discreet smile. Then he hinted that Madame 
Sauveur bought her materials at his shop; doubtless, she took cer- 
tain designs, for which she secured the exclusive rights, direct from 
the manufacturers; but. for black silk goods, for example, she kept 
her eyes open for bargains at the Bonheur des Dames, and laid in 
considerable supplies which she later disposed of at two or three 
times the price. 

‘For instance. I’m quite certain that she’ll send someone to snap 
up our Paris-Bonheur. Why should she go and pay more for this 
silk at the factory than she would pay in our shop? Honestly! We’re 
selling it at a loss.* 

This dealt the ladies a final blow. The idea of getting goods sold 
at a loss aroused in them the rulhlessness of Woman, whose pleas- 
ure in purchasing is doubled when she thinks she is robbing the 
shopkeeper. He knew that they were incapable of resisting low 
prices. 

‘But we sell everything for a song!’ he exclaimed gaily, picking 
up Madame Desforges’s fan, which had remained on the pedestal 

table behind him, as he did so. ‘Look! Here’s this fan How much 

did you say it cost?’ 

‘Twenty-five francs for the Chantilly, and two hundred for tlie 
mount,’ said Henriette. 

‘Well, the Chantilly isn’t expensive. All the same, we have the 
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same one for eighteen francs. ... As to the mount, my dear lady, 
it’s an abominable theft. I wouldn’t dare to sell one like that for 
more than ninety francs.’ 

‘That’s just what 1 said,’ exclaimed Madame Bourdelais. 

‘Ninety francs!’ murmured Madame de Boves. ‘One must really 
be penniless to do without!’ 

She had picked up the fan again, and with her daughter Blanche 
was once more examining it; on her large, regular face, in her wide, 
sleepy eyes, her pent-up and hopeless desire for a whim which she 
would not be able to satisfy was mounting. Then, for a second time, 
the fan was passed round by the ladies, to the accompaniment of re- 
marks and exclamations. In the meantime Monsieur de Boves and 
Vallagnosc had left the window. The former came back and took 
up his position once more behind Madame Guibal, his gaze delving 
into her corsage while he nevertheless maintained his decorous, 
haughty manner, while the young man was bending down towards 
Blanche, trying to think of something nice to say. 

‘It’s a bit depressing, don’t vou think, this white frame with black 
lace?’ 

‘Oh!’ she replied quite seriously, without a blush colouring her 
puffy face. ‘I’ve seen one in mother-of-pearl with white feathers. It 
was simply virginal!’ 

Monsieur de Boves. who had doubtless intercepted the agonized 
look with which his wife was watching the fan. at last put a word in 
the conversation: 

‘They break at once, those little contraptions.’ 

‘Don't talk to me about it!’ Madame Guibal declared with the 
pout of a beautiful redhead, pretending to be unconcerned. ‘I’m 
tired of having mine re-glued.’ 

Madame Marty, very excited by the conversation, had for some 
lime been feverishly twisting her red leather bag on her lap. She 
had not yet been able to show her purchases, she was dying to dis- 
play them with a kind of sensual urge. Suddenly she forgot all about 
her husband, opened her bag. and took out a few yards of narrow 
lace rolled round a card. 

This is the Valenciennes for my daughter.’ she said. ‘It’s three 
centimetres wide, isn’t it delightful? One franc ninety centimes.’ 

The lace passed from hand to hand. The ladies exclaimed in ad- 
miration. Mouret declared that he sold little trimmings like that at 
the factory price. But Madame Marty had closed her bag again, as if 
to hide things in it which could not be shown. However as the Val- 
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enciennes was such a success she could not resist the desire to lake 
out a handkerchief as well. 

‘There was this handkerchief too . . . Brussels lace, my dear. . . . 
Oh! A real find! Twenty francs!’ 

From then on, the bag was inexhaustible. As she took out each 
fresh article she was blushing with pleasure with the modesty 
of a woman undressing, which made her charmingly embar- 
rassed. 

There was a scarf in Spanish lace for thirty francs; she had not 
wanted it, but the assistant had sworn to her that it was the last 
and that they were going to go up in price. Next there was a veil in 
Chantilly; rather dear, fifty francs; if she did not wear it herself she 
would make something for her daughter with it. 

‘Goodness! Lace is lovely!* she was repealing with her hysterical 
laugh. ‘When I see it I could buy the whole shop.’ 

‘And this?’ Madame de Boves asked her, examining a remnant of 
guipure. 

‘That,’ she replied, ‘is insertion. . . . There are twenty-six yards. 
You see, it was one franc a yard!’ 

‘Oh!’ said Madame Bourdelais, surprised, ‘what arc you going 
to do with it, then?’ 

‘Goodness. I don’t know. . . . But it had such an amusing design!’ 

At that moment, as she looked up, she caught sight opposite her 
of her terrified husband. He had become even paler, hi| whole per- 
son conveyed the resigned anguish of a poor man who witnesses 
the wreckage of his hard-earned salary. Each fresh bit of lace was for 
him a disaster, it meant bitter days swallowed up by teaching, spent 
in hurrying through the mud to give private lessons, the unceasing 
struggle of his life resulting in secret poverty, in the hell of a needy 
household. Faced with the growing alarm of his gaze she tried to re- 
trieve the handkerchief, the veil, the Jabot; her hands were fluttering 
feverishly, she was repeating with little embarrassed laughs: 

‘You’ll have me scolded by my husband ... I assure you. dear. 
I’ve really been very sensible, for there was a big fichu there at five 
hundred francs. . . , Oh! it was marvellous!’ 

‘Why didn’t you buy it?’ said Madame Guibal calmly. ‘Monsieur 
Marty is the most generous of men.’ 

The teacher was forced to bow and say that his wife was quite free 
to do as she pleased. But, at the thought of the danger of the big 
fichu, an icy shiver had run down his spine; and, as Mouret was 
just at that moment affirming that the new shops were increasing 
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the well-being of middle class families, he gave him a terrible look, 
the flash of hatred of a man too timid to murder people. 

In any case the ladies had not parted with the lace. They were in- 
toxicating themselves with it. Pieces were being unwound, going 
and coming from one woman to another, drawing them even closer 
together, linking them with light strands. Their guilty hands were 
lingering in their laps, where they could feel the caress of the mirac- 
ulously fine material. And Mouret was even more tightly imprisoned 
by them, they were ovenvhelming him with further questions. As 
the daylight was continuing to fade, he sometimes had to bend his 
head down in order to examine a stitch, to point out a design, lightly 
brushing against their hair with his beard as he did so. But, in the 
soft voluptuousness of dusk, surrounded by the warm odour of their 
shoulders, beneath the air of rapture which he affected, he neverthe- 
less remained their master. He had something female in him, they 
felt themselves penetrated and possessed by the delicate understand- 
ing which he had for their secret selves and, won over by him, they 
were quite unconstrained; whereas he was looming up like some des- 
potic king of fashion, brutally lording it over them, sure that from 
then onwards he had them at his mercy. 

‘Oh! Monsieur Mouret! Monsieur Mouret!’ the whispering, rap- 
turous voices were babbling out of the darkness in the drawing- 
room. 

The dying lights of the sky were fading in the brasswork of the 
furniture. The laces alone retained a snowy glint on the dark laps 
of tile ladies who surrounded the young man in a blurred group like 
vague kneeling figures of the devout. A last gleam of light was shin- 
ing on tlic side of the tea-pot. the short, bright glimmer of a night- 
light burning in a bedchamber lukewarm with the perfume of tea. 
But suddenly the servant came in with two lamps, and the charm 
was broken. Light and gay, the drawing-room woke up. Madame 
Marty was putting the lace back in the depths of her little bag; 
Madame de Boves was eating another rum baba, while Henriette, 
who had got up. was talking in a low voice with the Baron, in one of 
the window recesses. 

‘He’s charming.’ said the Baron. 

She let slip the unintentional remark of a woman in love: ‘Yes, 
isn’t he?’ 

He smiled and looked at her with fatherly indulgence. It was the 
first time that he felt her conquered to such an extent; and, being 
above suffering over it himself, he felt only compassion at seeing her 
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in the hands of a fine young fellow like that, so loving and yet so 
completely unfeeling. And so, thinking that he should warn her, 
he murmured in a joking tone: 

‘Take care, my dear, he’ll eat you up, all of you.’ 

A spark of jealousy lit up Henriette’s beautiful eyes. Doubtless 
she guessed that Mouret had simply made use of her in order to 
make contact with the Baron. She swore to herself she would make 
him mad with passion for her, for liis love, the love of a busy man. 
had the facile charm of a song scattered to the winds. 

‘Oh!’ she replied, pretending to joke in her turn. ‘In the end it’s 
always the lamb that eats the wolf!’ 

At that the Baron, much intrigued, gave her an encouraging nod. 
Perhaps she was the woman who would come to revenge the 
others? 

When Mouret, after repeating to Vallagnosc that he wanted to 
show him his machine in motion, came up to say good-bye, the 
Baron took him aside in a window recess facing the garden which 
was now black with darkness. At last he was succumbing to Mouret’s 
charm, faith had come to him when he saw him amongst the ladies. 
They both talked for a moment in low voices. Then, the banker 
declared: 

‘Well! I’ll look into the matter. ... If your sale on Monday is as 
important as you say it will be. then the deal is on.’ 

They shook hands, and Mouret, looking delighted, took his leave 
for he did not enjoy his dinner in the evening if he had not first been 
to have a look at the takings at the Bonheur des Dames. 
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IV 


On that particular Monday, October 10th, a bright victorious sun 
pierced through the grey storm-clouds which, for a week, had been 
making Paris gloomy. Throughout the night there had still been 
drizzle, a fine spray making the streets dirty with its moisture; but, 
at daybreak, the pavements had been wiped clean by the brisk gusts 
which were carrying the clouds away; and the blue sky had the lim- 
pid gaiety of springtime. 

And so, from eight o’clock on the Bonheur des Dames, in all the 
glory of its great sale of winter fashions, was blazing in rays of bright 
sunshine. Flags were waving at the door, woollen goods were flap- 
ping in the fresh morning air. enlivening the Place Gaillon with the 
hubbub of a fairground; and the windows facing the Uvo streets were 
displaying symphonies of w'indow-dressing. the brilliant shades of 
which were further heightened by the translucence of the glass. It 
was an orgy of colours, the joy of the street bursting out there, the 
whole corner was a sumptuous spread openly displayed on which 
everyone could go and feast his eyes. 

But at that time of day not many people were going in, there were 
only a few hurrying customers, local housewives, women who wished 
to avoid the afternoon crush. Behind the materials which decked it. 
one felt the sliop was empty, armed, and awaiting action, its floors 
polished and its counters overflowing with goods. The hurried morn- 
ing crowd scarcely glanced at the shop windows, without slackening 
pace. In the Rue Nciive-Saint-Augustin and the Place Gaillon where 
carriages were to be parked, at nine o'clock there were merely two 
cabs. Only local inhabitants, above all the small tradesmen, roused by 
such a display of streamers and plumes, werefonning groups in door- 
ways and at street-corners, their noses in the air. and making plenty 
of sour comments. Their indignation was aroused by the fact that in 
the Rue de la Michodierc outside the dispatch office there stood one 
of the four vehicles which Mouret had just launched on Paris: vehicles 
painted green, picked out with yellow and red, and with highly- 
varnished panels wliich flashed gold and purple in the sunlight. The 
vehicle which was standing there with its new and gaudy colour- 
scheme, with the name of the shop blazoned on its front and back 
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and topped in addition by a placard bearing an announcement of 
the day’s sale, when it had been filled with parcels left over from 
the day before finally went off at the trot, pulled by a superb horse. 
Baudu, standing livid on the threshold of Le Vieil Elbeuf, watched 
it bowling along as far as the boulevard, carrying the hated name 
of the Bonheur des Dames all over the town, surrounded by a star- 
like radiance. 

Meanwhile, a few cabs were arriving and lining up. Each time a 
customer appeared there was a stir among the page-boys lined up 
beneath the high porch, dressed in a livery consisting of a grey coat 
and trousers, and yellow and red striped waistcoat. Jouve, the shop- 
walker. the retired captain, was there too, in frock-coat and white 
tie. wearing his medal like a token of integrity of long standing, re- 
ceiving the ladies with an air of solemn politeness, and leaning to- 
wards them to show them the way to the departments. Then they 
would disappear into the entrance-hall which had been changed into 
an oriental hall. 

No sooner had they passed the door than they were greeted with 
a surprise, a marvel which enraptured them all. It had been Mouret’s 
idea. He had recently been the first to buy in the Levant, at very 
favourable terms, a collection of antique and modern carpets, of 
rare carpets such as until then had only been sold by antique deal- 
ers at very high prices; and he was going to flood the market with 
them, he was letting them go almost at cost price, was simply using 
them as a splendid setting which would attract art connoisseurs to his 
shop. From the centre of Place Gaillon one could catch a glimpse 
of this oriental hall, made entirely of carpets and door-curtains, 
which the porters had hung up under his directions. First of all. on 
the ceiling, there were stretched carpets from Smyrna, the compli- 
cated designs of which stood out on red backgrounds. Then, on all 
four sides, were hung door-curtains: door-curtains from Kerman 
and from Syria, striped with green, yellow and vermillion; door-cur- 
tains from Diarbekr, more commonplace, harsher to the touch, like 
shepherds* tunics; and still more carpets which could be used as 
hangings, long carpets from Ispahan, from Teheran and Kerman- 
shah, broader carpels from Schoumaka and Madras, a strange blos- 
soming of peonies and palms, imagination running riot in a dream 
garden. On the ground there were still more carpets, thick fleeces 
were strewn there; in the centre there was a carpet from Agra, a 
remarkable specimen with a while background and a broad border 
of soft blue on which ran purplish embellishments of most exquisite 
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invention; and there were other marvels displayed everywhere, car- 
pets from Mecca with velvet glints, prayer rugs from Daghestan with 
the symbolic pointed design on them, carpets from Kurdistan strewn 
with full-blown flowers; finally, in a corner, there was a cascade of 
cheap rugs, rugs from Geurdis, from Kula and from Kirghehir, all 
in a heap, priced from fifteen francs upwards. This sumptuous 
pasha’s tent was furnished with arm-chairs and divans made from 
camel-bags, some scattered with designs of multi-coloured lozenges, 
others covered with artless roses. Turkey, Arabia, Persia, the Indies 
were there. Palaces had been emptied, mosques and bazaars rifled. 
In the worn antique carpets tawny gold was the predominating tone, 
and their faded tints retained a sombre warmth, the smelting of 
some extinguished furnace, with the beautiful, fired colour of an old 
master. Visions of the Orient floated beneath the luxury of this bar- 
baric art, in the midst of the strong odour which the old wools had 
retained from lands of vermin and sun. 

In the morning at eight o’clock, when Denise, who was going to 
start work that very Monday, had crossed the oriental hall, she had 
been flabbergasted, no longer recognizing the entrance of the shop, 
and the finishing touches pul to her confusion by this harem scene 
set up at the door. A porter had conducted her through the attics and 
had handed her over to Madame Cabin, who was in charge of the 
cleaning and the bedrooms, and who had installed her in No. 7 where 
her trunk had already been brought. It was a narrow mansard- 
roofed cell, with a hinged skylight window opening on to the roof, 
and furnished with a small bed. a walnut-wood cupboard, a dressing- 
table and two chairs. Twenty similar rooms led off the convent-like 
corridor painted yellow; and, out of the thirty-five girls in the shop, 
the twenty who had no home in Paris slept there, while the other 
fifteen lived out, some of them with fictitious aunts or cousins. 
Denise immediately took off her skimpy woollen dress, worn thin 
brushing and darned on the sleeves, the only one she had 
brought from Valognes. Then she slipped on the uniform of her de- 
partment, a black silk dress which had been altered for her, and 
which was waiting for her on the bed. The dress was still a little 
too big. too broad across the shoulders. But she was in such a 
hurry in her excitement that she did not linger over such details 
of elegance. She had never worn silk before. When she went down- 
stairs again, all in her Sunday best and ill at ease, she looked at 
the gleaming skirt, and the loud rustling of the material made her 
feel ashamed. 
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Downstairs, as she was entering the department, a quarrel was 
breaking out. She heard Clara say in a shrill voice: 

‘I arrived before her, Madame.’ 

‘It’s not true,’ Marguerite replied. ‘She pushed me at the door, but 
I already had one foot inside the salon.* 

It was a question of putting their names down on the roster which 
controlled their turns at selling. The sales-girls wrote down their 
names on a slate, in the order of their arrival; and each time they 
had had a customer, they would put down their names again at the 
bottom of the list. In the end Madame Aur61ie took Marguerite's 

side. 

‘She’s always unfair!* Clara murmured furiously. 

But Denise’s entrance reconciled the girls. They looked at her. 
then they smiled. How could anyone really be so dowdy! The girl 
went awkwardly to put her name down on the roster, on which she 
was the last. Meanwhile Madame Aurelie was examining her with 
an anxious pursing of her lips. She could not refrain from saying. 

‘My dear, two of your size could fit into your dress. It’ll have to 
be taken in. .. . And then, you don’t know how to dress yourself. 

Come here and let me arrange you a bit.’ 

She led her to one of the tall mirrors, which alternated with the 
solid doors of the cupboards in which the garments were crammed 
together. The vast room, surrounded by the mirrors and by the 
carved oak woodwork, and decorated with red moquette bearing a 
big floral design, resembled the commonplace lounge of an hoiel 
which people are continually rushing through. The young ladies 
completed the resemblance, dressed as they were in the regulation 
silk, displaying their saleable graces without ever sitting down on 
the dozen chairs reserved for customers only. Each girl had a large 
pencil, seemingly plunged into her bosom between the two buUon- 
holes of her bodice, with its point slicking out in to the air; and the 
splash of white of a cash-book could be glimpsed half emerging from 
a pocket. Several of the girls ventured to wear jewellery, rings, 
brooches, necklaces; but their pride, the luxury which in the enforced 
uniformity of their dress they used as a weapon, was their bare 
heads, the profusion of their hair which, if it was insufficient, was 
augmented by plaits and chignons, combed, curled and flaunted 
‘Now then, pull your belt in front.’ Madame Aur61ie was re- 
peating, ‘There, now at any rate you haven’t got a bulge at the 
back. . . . And your hair . . . how can you make such a mess of it. 
You could make it superb, if you wanted to.’ 
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It was, indeed. Denise’s only beauty. Ash-blonde in colour, it 
reached to her ankles; and when she was doing her hair it got in her 
way to such an extent that she merely rolled it up in a pile and held 
it in place with the strong teeth of a horn comb. Clara, very annoyed 
by this hair, all tied up so askew in its untamed grace, was pretend- 
ing to laugh at it. She had made a sign to a sales-girl from the ling- 
erie department, a girl w'ilh a broad face and a kindly air. The two 
departments, which were adjacent, w'ere always on hostile terms; but 
the girls sometimes got together in order to laugh at people. 

‘Mademoiselle Cugnot, just look at that mane!’ repeated Clara, 
while Marguerite w’as nudging her with her elbow, also pretending 
to choke with laughter. 

But the girl from the lingerie department was not in a joking 
mood. She had been w'atching Denise for a little while, she remem- 
bered what she had herself suffered during the first few months in 
her department. 

‘Well, and so what?’ she said. ‘Not everyone has a mane like that!’ 

And she went back to the lingerie department, leaving the other 
two feeling abashed. Denise, w’ho had overheard, watched her go 
w'ith a look of gratitude, while Madame Aur^lie was giving her a 
cash-book w'ilh her name on it, saying: 

‘Come now. to-morrow you’ll make yourself tidier. . . . And now, 
try to pick up the ways of the shop, wait your turn for selling. To- 
day will be a hard day. it’ll give us a chance of judging what you’re 
capable of.’ 

Meanw'hile, the department remained deserted, few customers 
went up to the dress departments at this early hour. Erect and inert, 
the girls were reserving their strength, preparing for the exertions 
of the afternoon. And Denise, intimidated by the thought that they 
were watching her first efforts, sharpened her pencil so as not to lose 
face; then, imitating the others, she plunged it into her bosom, be- 
tween the two buttonholes. She was trying to make herself be brave, 
she must conquer her job. The day before she had been told that 
she would start work an pair, in other words without a fixed salary; 
she would have only a percentage and a commission on the sales 
she made. But she hoped thus to earn at least twelve hundred francs, 
for she knew that good saleswomen could make as much as two 
thousand when they tried. Her budget w'as planned, a hundred 
francs a month would enable her to pay Pep6's board and lodging 
and to keep Jean, who was not receiving a penny; she herself would 
be able to buy a few clothes and some underlinen. Only, in order 
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to reach this considerable figure she must prove herself hard-work- 
ing and strong, not take the ill-will around her to heart, stand up for 
herself, and seize her share from her companions if necessary. As 
she was thus working herself up for the struggle, a tall young man 
who was passing by the department smiled at her; when she recog- 
nized Deloche, who had started work the day before in the lace de- 
partment, she returned his smile, happy to pick up this friendship 
again, seeing a good omen in his greeting. 

At half past nine a bell had rung for the first lunch service. Then 
a fresh peal summoned people to the second luncheon. And still the 
customers did not come. The assistant buyer, Madame Fr6d6ric, 
who with the surly tenseness of a widow took pleasure in gloomy 
thoughts, was swearing curtly that the day was lost: they would not 
see more than a couple of souls, they might as well close the cup- 
boards and go home; this prediction made the moon face of Mar- 
guerite, who was very grasping, become gloomy, whereas Clara, 
like a runaway horse, was already dreaming of an outing to the 
woods at Verrieres if the shop were to collapse. As to Madame Aur- 
61ie, she was walking about the empty department silent and grave, 
wearing her Caesar’s mask, like a general who bears llic responsibil- 
ity for victory or defeat. 

At about eleven o’clock a few ladies put in an appearance. Denise’s 
turn to sell was coming. Just at that moment a customer was an- 
nounced. 

‘That fat woman from the provinces, you know,’ murmured 
Marguerite. 

She was a woman of forty-five who came to Paris from time to 
time from the depths of a distant county. There, for months, she 
saved up her pennies; then no sooner had she left the train than she 
would drop in at the Bonheur des Dames and spend it all. She rarely 
bought anything by post, for she wanted to see things, she took joy 
in touching the goods, she even went so far as to buy up stocks of 
needles which, she said, cost the earth in her small town. The whole 
shop knew her, knew that she was called Madame Boutarel, and 
that she lived in Albi, without caring any more about either her 
circumstances or indeed her existence. 

‘How are you, Madame?’ Madame Aur61ie, who had advanced, 
asked graciously. ‘And what can we do for you? Someone will help 
you immediately.* 

Then, turning round, she called: 

‘Mesdemoiselles!* 
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Denise was coming forward, but Clara had made a dash. Usually 
she was lazy about selling, not caring about money as she eamM 
more, and with less effort, outside. But the idea of cheatmg the 
new arrival out of a good customer was spurring her on. 

‘Excuse me. it’s my turn.’ said Denise, indignantly. 

With a severe look Madame Aur61ie motioned her aside, murmur- 
ing as she did so: . j i. 

‘There are no turns, I am the only person who gives orders here. 

Wait till you know something before serving regular customers.’ 

The girl retired; and as tears were coming into her eyes and she 
wished to hide her over-sensitiveness, she turned her back, standing 
in front of the plate-glass windows and pretending to look at the 
street. Were they going to prevent her from selling? Would they all 
conspire like that to take away important sales from her? Fears for 
the future were seizing her, she felt herself crushed between all the 
different interests at play. And yielding to the bitterness of her aban- 
donment, with her forehead against the cold glass, she was looking 
at the Vieil Elbeuf opposite, and feeling that she should have beggM 
her uncle to keep her; perhaps he wished himself to go back on liis 
decision, for he had seemed to her very upset the day before. Now she 
was quite alone in this huge shop where no one loved her, where she 
felt hurt and lost; Pepe and Jean, who had never left her side, were 
living with strangers; it was a wrench, and the two big tears which 
she was holding back were making the street dance in a mist. 

Meanwhile, as she stood there, voices were buzzing behind her. 

‘This one makes me all bunched up,’ Madame Boutarel was say- 
ing. 

‘Madame is mistaken.’ Clara was repeating. ‘The shoulders fit per- 
fectly. . . . Unless Madame would rather have a pelisse than a coat. 

Denise gave a start. A hand had been placed on her arm. Madame 

Aurdie was summoning her severely. 

‘What’s this! You’re not doing anything now, you’re watching the 
passers-by? Oh, that won’t do at all!’ 

‘But as you won’t let me sell, Madame ’ 

‘There’s other work for you. Mademoiselle. Begin at the begin- 
ning. ... Do the folding.’ 

In order to satisfy the few customers who had arrived, the cup- 
boards had already had to be turned upside down; and the two long 
oak tables, on the left and right of the salon, were littered with a 
jumble of coats, pelisses, cloaks, clothes of every size and in every 
material. Without replying. Denise set about sorting them, folding 
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them carefully, and putting them away in the cupboards. It was the 
humblest job for beginners. She did not protest any more, knowing 
that passive obedience was demanded of her, biding her time until 
the buyer should agree to allow her to sell, as her original intention 
had seemed to have been. And she was still folding when Mouret 
appeared. It was a shock for her; she blushed, and thinking that he 
was going to speak to her, she once more felt herself overcome by 
her strange fear. But he did not even see her, he no longer remem- 
bered the little girl whom he had backed up because of the charming 
fleeting impression she had made on him. 

‘Madame Aur^Iie!’ he called in a curt voice. 

He was a little pale, but his eyes were clear and resolute all the 
same. On going round the departments he had just discovered that 
they were empty, and in spite of his obstinate faith in luck, the possi- 
bility of defeat had suddenly loomed up. Of course, it was scarcely 
eleven o’clock; he knew from experience that the crowd never arrived 
before the afternoon. Only certain symptoms were worrying him: at 
other sales there had been some activity from the morning onwards; 
and then, he could not even see any of those hatless women, local 
customers, who used to drop in on him as neighbours. Like all great 
captains when joining battle, he had been overcome by a moment of 
superstitious weakness, in spite of the bluntness which, as a man of 
action, was habitual to him. It would not be a success, he was lost, 
and he could not have said why: he thought he could read his defeat 
on the very faces of the ladies who were passing. 

At that moment Madame Boutarel, who always bought things, 
was departing, saying as she did so: 

‘No you haven’t anything I like . . . I’ll see. I’ll think about it.’ 

Mouret watched her go. And, as Madame Aur61ie was hastening 
towards him at his summons, he took her aside; they exchanged a 
few rapid words. She made a gesture of regret, she was obviously 
replying that the sale was not warming up. For a moment they re- 
mained facing each other, overcome with the kind of doubt which 
generals hide from their troops. Then he said out loud, with a gal- 
lant air: 

Tf you need any staff, take a girl from the work-room. . . . She 
would be some help to you, after all.’ 

He went on with his inspection, in despair. Since the morning he 
had been avoiding Bourdoncle, whose anxious remarks irritated him. 
As he was leaving the lingerie department, where the sale was going 
even worse, he ran into him and had to put up with it while Bourd- 
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oncle expressed his fears. Then, with a brutality which even his im- 
portant employees were not spared in black moments, he told him 
straight out to go to the devil. 

‘Shut up. can’t you! Everything’s all right. . . . Til end up by kick- 
ing all the milksops out into the street.’ 

Standing alone. Mouret planted himself beside the hall balustrade. 
From there he dominated the shop, for he had the mezzanine depart- 
ments around him, and was looking down into the ground floor de- 
partments. Upstairs, the emptiness seemed heart-breaking to him: in 
the lace department an old lady was having all the boxes ransacked 
without buying anything: while in the lingerie department three 
good-for-nothing girls were taking their time over chosing ninety 
centime collars. Downstairs, beneath the covered arcades, in shafts 
of light coming from the street, he noticed that the customers were 
beginning to be more numerous. It was a slow procession with wide 
gaps in it. a stroll past tlie counters; women in jackets were crowding 
round the haberdashery, the hoisery: but there was hardly anyone 
in the household linen or woollen goods departments. The page-boys, 
in their green uniform with shining brass buttons, arms dangling, 
were waiting for people to arrive. From time to time a shopwalker 
would pass by with a ceremonious air, stiff in his white tie. But it was 
above all the deathly peace of the hall which made Mouret’s heart 
ache: the daylight was falling on it from above through a roof of 
frosted glass, filtering the light like a diffused white dust suspend- 
ed over the silk department, which seemed to be sleeping in the midst 
of the frigid silence of a chapel. Only the footsteps of an assistant, 
whispered words, the rustle of a skirt passing by, made light sounds 
there, muffled in the warmth from the central-heating. However, car- 
riages were arriving: the sound of the horses suddenly coming to a 
standstill could be heard; then doors would be slammed to again. A 
distant hubbub was coming from the street — a hubbub of the curious 
jostling each other opposite the shop windows, of hackney cabs 
parking in the Place Gaillon, all the sounds of a crowd drawing 
nearer. . . . But Mouret, seeing the idle cashiers leaning back 
behind their cash-desk windows, and the table for parcels, with their 
boxes of string and their quires of blue paper, remaining bare, was 
furious with himself for being afraid, and thought he could feel the 
great shop slowing down to a standstill and growing cold beneath 
his feet. 

‘I say, Favicr,’ murmured Hutin, ‘look at the governor, up 
there. ... He doesn’t look very gay!’ 
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‘What a rotten hole this is!’ Favier replied. ‘When you think that 
I haven’t sold a thing yeti* 

Both of them, while keeping on the look-out for customers, were 
thus whispering short phrases, without looking at each other. The 
other salesmen of the department were in the process of piling up 
lengths of Paris-Bonheur, under Robineau’s orders; while Bouthe- 
mont, deep in conference with a thin young woman, was seemingly 
taking an important order in undertones. Around them the silks, on 
elegant, frail shelves, folded up in long sheaths of cream-coloured 
paper, were piled up like strange-Iooking pamphlets. And the fancy 
silks littering the counters, watered silks, satins, velvets, seemed like 
flower-beds of mown blooms, a whole harvest of delicate and costly 
materials. It was the department of elegance, a veritable drawing- 
room, in which the goods were so ethereal that they seemed no more 
than a luxurious furnishing. 

‘I must have a hundred francs for Sunday,’ Hutin resumed. ‘If I 
don’t make at least my twelve francs a day, I’m done for. ... I was 
counting on this sale of theirs.’ 

‘By jove! A hundred francs, that’s a bit stiff,’ said Favier. *I only 
want fifty or sixty. ... So you treat yourself to smart women, do 
you?’ 

‘Oh no. old chap. I don’t. You know. I did something silly! I 
made a bet, and I lost. ... So I’ve got to square up with five people, 
two men and three w-omen. . . . What a damned awful morning this 
is! I’ll sock the first woman that passes for twenty yards of Paris- 
Bonheur!’ 

They went on chatting for another moment, they told each other 
what they had done the day before, and what they hoped to do in a 
week’s time. Favier backed horses, Hutin w'ent in for boating and 
kept cabaret singers. But the same need for money spurred them 
both on, they dreamed of nothing but money, they fought for it from 
Monday to Saturday, and then they spent it all on Sunday. In the 
shop they were tyrannized by this preoccupation, it was a struggle, 
a struggle with no respite. And there was that cunning fellow Bouthe- 
mont, who had just appropriated for himself the woman sent by 
Madame Sauveur, that thin woman with whom he was chatting! It 
would be a splendid deal, two or three dozen lengths of material, for 
the great dressmaker had a large appetite. And a moment earlier 

Robineau, too, had taken it into his head to pinch one of Favicr’s 
customers! 

‘Oh! Him! We’ll have to get even with him,’ resumed Hutin, who 
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took advantage of the sUghtest thing for rousing the department 
against the man whose place he wished to have. ‘The buyer and assis- 
tant buyer aren’t meant to sell! Word of honour, old chap, if ever I 
become assistant buyer, you’ll see how kind I’ll be to all the rest of 

you!’ , j j 

And the whole of his small, Norman person, fat and round, was 

strenuously radiating guileless good nature. Favier could not help 
giving him a sideways look; but he maintained the impassiveness of 

a morose man, and was content to reply: , . , . , 

‘Yes, I know. ... So far as I'm concerned, I’d be delighted. 

Theii, seeing a lady approaching, he added in a lower voice: 

‘Look out! Here’s one for you.’ 

She was a woman with a blotchy complexion, in a yellow hat and 
a red dress. Hutin immediately scented the sort of woman who would 
not buy anything. He dropped smartly down behind the counter, pre- 
tending to do up the laces of one of his shoes; thus hidden, he mur- 

mured: 

‘Not on your life! Let someone else have her. . . . Thanks very 
much! And lose my turn. . . !’ 

Ho\^'eve^, Robineau was calling him. 

‘Whose turn is it. gentlemen? Monsieur Hutin’s? Where is Mon- 
sieur Hutin?’ 

And. as the latter was obviously not replying, it was the salesman 
who came after him on the roster who served the blotchy lady. She 
did, indeed, only require some patterns, together with the prices; and 
she kept the salesman for more than ten minutes, overwhelming him 
with questions. But the assistant buyer had seen Hutin stand up again 
behind the counter. And so when a fresh customer turned up he in- 
terposed with a stern air and stopped the young man who was dash- 
ing forward. 

‘Your turn has gone ... 1 called you, and as you were there be- 
hind ’ 

‘But I didn’t hear, sir.’ 

‘That’s enough! Put your name down at the bottom. . . . Come 
along, Monsieur Favier, it’s your turn.’ 

Favier, who was really very amused by the incident, apologized to 
his friend with a glance. Hutin, his lips pale, had turned his head 
away. What infuriated him was that it was a customer he knew well, 
a charming fair woman, who often came to the department and 
whom the salesmen among themselves called ‘the pretty lady,’ al- 
though they knew nothing about her, not even her name. She used 
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to buy a great deal, would have it carried to her carriage, and then 
would disappear. Tall, elegant, dressed with exquisite charm, she 
appeared to be very rich and from the highest society. 

‘Well, how was that tart of yours?’ Hutin asked Favier, when the 
latter came back from the cash desk to which he had accompanied 
the lady. 

‘A tart?* Favier replied. ‘No. she looks much too genteel. ... I 
should think she must be the wife of a stockbroker or a doctor, well. 
I don’t know, something in that line.’ 

‘Oh, go on! she’s a tart. . . . It’s impossible to tell nowadays, they 
all have the airs of refined ladies!’ 

Favier looked at his cash-book. 

‘It doesn’t matter!’ he went on, ‘I’ve stung her for two hundred 
and ninety-three francs. That means nearly three francs for me.’ 

Hutin pursed his lips, and vented his malice on the cash-books; 
another ridiculous invention which was cluttering up their pockets! 
There was a secret struggle between the two men. Usually Favier 
pretended to take a back seat, to acknowledge Hutin’s superiority, 
so as to be free to attack him from the rear. And that was why the 
latter was taking so much to heart the three francs which a salesman 
whom he did not consider to be of the same calibre as himself had 
pocketed so easily. Really, what a day! If it went on like that he 
would not earn enough to treat his guests to soda water. And. in the 
teeth of the battle which was w'arming up, he was walking round the 
counters, his tongue hanging out, wanting his share, even jealous of 
his superior, who was seeing the thin young woman off. repeating to 
her as he did so: 

‘Very well, it’s settled. Tell her that I’ll do my best to obtain 
favourable rates for her from Monsieur Mouret.’ 

For some time now Mouret had no longer been standing by the 
hall balustrade on the mezzanine floor. Suddenly he reappeared at 
the top of the main staircase which led to the ground floor; from 
there he still looked over the whole shop. The colour was coming 
back into his face, which seemed larger now that his faith was being 
reborn again at the sight of the surge of people which little by little 
was filling the shop. At last the long-awaited rush had come, the 
afternoon crush of which he had for a moment despaired in his fever 
of anxiety; all the assistants were at their posts, a last bell had just 
rung for the end of the third luncheon service; the disastrous morn- 
ing due, no doubt, to a downpour at about nine o’clock, could still be 
made good, for the blue sky of the mornin g had n^ained its victor- 
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ious gaiety once more. Now that the mezzanine departments were 
coming to life he had to stand back in order to let the ladies pass, as 
they went upstairs in little groups to the lingerie and gowns; while 
behind him. in the lace and shawl departments, he could hear big 
hgures being bandied about. But he was reassured above all by the 
sight of the ground floor galleries. There was a crush of people in 
the haberdashery, the household linen and wool departments were 
overrun as well, the procession of customers was becoming denser, 
and almost all of them were wearing hats now, there were only a few 
bonnets of belated housewives. In the silk hall, under the pale light, 
ladies had taken off their gloves in order gently to feel pieces of Paris- 
Bonheur, while talking in low voices. And he could no longer have 
any doubt about the sounds which were reaching him from outside, 
the rattle of carriages, the banging of doors, the growing hum of the 
crowd. Beneath his feet he felt the machine getting under way. warm- 
ing up and coming to life again, from the cash-desks where there was 
the clink of gold, to the tables where the porters were hurrying to 
pack up the goods, down to the very depths of the basement, where 
the dispatch department was filling up with parcels being sent 
down to it. and making the shop vibrate with its subterranean 
rumble. In the midst of the mob Inspector Jouve was walking about 

solemnly, on the look-out for thieves. 

‘Why! It’s you!’ .said Mouret suddenly, recognizing Paul de Val- 
lagnosc who was being brought towards him by a page-boy. No, no 
you’re not disturbing me. . . . And. in any case, you may as well fol- 
low me round if you want to see everything, for to-day I’m staying 
on the bridge.’ 

He still had misgivings. There was no doubt that people were com- 
ing. but would the sale be the triumph he had hoped for? Neverthe- 
less, he was laughing with Paul and ^ily led him away. 

‘It seems to be warming up a bit.’ said Hulin to Favier. ‘But I 
haven’t any luck, some days have a hoodoo on them, honestly! I ve 
just missed another sale, that wretch didn’t buy anything from 
me.’ 

With his chin he indicated a woman who was leaving and looking 
with disgust at all the materials as she did so. He wouldn’t grow fat 
on his salary of a thousand francs if he did not sell anything; usually 
he made seven or eight francs in percentages or commission, which 
meant that he had. including his salary, an average of about ten 
francs a day. Favier had never earned more than eight; and here was 
the clout taking the food out of his very mouth, for he was just sel- 
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ling another dress-length. An unresponsive fellow, who had never 
known how to warm up a customer! It was exasperating! 

‘The sockets and reelers look as though they’re coining money.’ 
Favier murmured, referring to the salesmen of the hosiery and hab- 
erdashery departments. 

But Hutin, who was searching the shop with a look, said suddenly: 

‘Do you know Madame Desforges, the governor’s girl-friend? 
There . . . that dark woman in the glove department, the one who is 
having gloves tried on by Mignot.’ 

He fell silent and then, as if talking to Mignot from whom he did 
not take his eyes, he resumed: 

‘Go on, go on. old fellow, give her fingers a good squeeze, for all 
the good it may do you! We know all about your conquests, don’t 
we!’ 

There existed between him and the glove assistant the rivalry of 
two good-looking men, both of whom pretended to flirt with the cus- 
tomers. Neither of them could in fact boast of any real good fortune; 
Mignot lived on the myth of a police superintendent’s wife who had 
fallen in love with him, whereas Hutin had really made the conquest 
in the department of a trimmer, who was tired of hanging about the 
shady hotels of the neighbourhood; but both Mignot and Hutin lied 
about it, they were only too pleased to let people believe that they 
had mysterious adventures, trysts made with countesses between 
purchases. 

‘You should deal with her yourself,’ said Favier in his astringent 
way. 

‘That’s an ideal’ Hutin cried. ‘If she comes here, for two pins I’d 
get round her!’ 

In the glove department there was a whole row of ladies seated in 
front of the narrow counter which was spread with green velvet and 
had nickel-plated corners; the smiling assistants were stacking up in 
front of the customers flat, bright pink boxes, which they were taking 
out of the counter itself, like the labelled draws of a file-case. Mignot, 
in particular, was leaning forward with his pretty baby face, and 
speaking in tender accents, rolling his rr’s like the Parisian he was. 
He had already sold twelve pairs of kid gloves. Bonheur gloves, the 
shop's speciality, to Madame Desforges. She had next asked for three 
pairs of su^dc gloves. And she was now trying some Saxe gloves on, 
for fear that the size was not right. 

‘Oh! It’s absolutely perfect, Madame!’ Mignot was repeating. ‘Six 
and three quarters would be too big for a band like yours.’ 
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Half lying on the counter, he was holding her hand, tal^g her 
fingers one by one and sliding the glove on with a long, practised and 
sustained caress; and he was looking at her as if he expected to see 
from her face that she was swooning with voluptuous joy. But she, 
her elbow on the edge of the velvet, her fist raised, handed over her 
fingers to him with the same tranquil air with which she would give 
her foot to her maid in order to have her boots buttoned. He was not 
a man, she made use of him for such intimate services with the faiml- 
iar contempt she had for those in her employ, without even looking 
at him. 

‘Fm not hurting you, Madame?' 

She replied in the negative, with a sign of her head. 

The smell of Saxe gloves, that smell of deer with a dash of sweet- 
ened musk, usually excited her; and she would laugh about it some- 
times, she would confess that she had a liking for this ambiguous 
perfume, which is as if an animal in rut has landed in a woman s 
powder box. But standing at that commonplace counter she did not 
smell the gloves, they did not engender any sensual ardour between 
her and the very ordinary salesman simply doing his job. 

Ts there anything else you want, Madame?’ 

‘Nothing, thank you. . . . Would you take that to No. 10 cash- 
desk, for Madame Desforges, you know . . . .’ 

Being a regular customer at the shop, she ^ve her name at a cash- 
desk, and sent each of her purchases there, without having to go there 
herself with an assistant. When she had left, Mignot winked as he 
turned towards his neighbour, whom he would have had believe 
that wonderful things had just taken place. 

‘She’s gloveable all over, isn't she?’ he murmured crudely. 

Meanwhile Madame Desforges was continuing her purchases. She 
turned to the left, stopped in the household linen department to get 
some dishcloths; then she went all round, penetrated as far as the 
woollens at the end of the gallery. As she was pleased with her cook, 
she wished to give her a dress. The woollen department was over- 
flowing with a dense crowd, all the lower middle class women had 
repaired there and were fingering the materials, absorbed in silent 
calculations; she had to sit down for a moment. On the shelves were 
piled thick lengths of material, which with a jerk of their arms the 
salesmen were taking down, one by one. As a result they were begin- 
ning to be quite confused among the swamped counters, where the 
materials were mingling and overfiowng. It was a rising tide of 
neutral tints, of the muted tones of wool, iron-greys, yellowish-greys. 
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blue-greys, with here and there splashes of colour made by a Scottish 
plaid, a blood-red background of flannel bursting out. And the white 
labels of the rolls were like a flight of sparse white flakes, speckling 
black earth in December. 

Behind a pile of poplin Li6nard was joking with a big, hallcss girl, 
a local sempstress sent by her employer to stock up with Merino 
cloth. He hated these big sale days which made his arms tired out. 
and since he was largely kept by his father and did not care whether 
he sold or not. he tried to dodge work, doing just enough to keep him 
from being thrown out. 

‘I say. Mademoiselle Fanny,’ he was saying. ‘You’re always in a 
hurry . . . was the checked Vicuna a success, the other day? You 
know, I shall come and get a commission from you.’ 

But the sempstress was making her escape, laughing as she did so, 
and Li^nard found himself facing Madame Desforges. whom he 
could not help asking: 

‘What does Madame require?’ 

She wanted something for a dress, inexpensive but hard-wearing. 
Lidnard, aiming at sparing his arms, for that was his sole concern, 
manccuvred so as to make her take one of the materials already un- 
folded on the counter. There were cashmirs there, serges. Vicunas, 
he swore to her that nothing finer existed, there was no end to them. 
But none of them seemed to satisfy her. She had glimpsed a blucish 
serge twill on a shelf. So in the end he reluctantly brought himself to 
get down the serge twill, which she said was too coarse. Next it was 
a Cheviot, then materials with diagonal stripes, pepper and salt cloth, 
every variety of woollen material, which she was curious to touch 
for sheer pleasure, though she had decided in her heart of hearts that 
she would just buy anything. So the young man was obliged to empty 
the highest shelves; his shoulders were breaking, the counter had dis- 
appeared beneath the silky texture of cashmirs and poplins, the 
harsh nap of Cheviots, and the fluffy down of Vicunas. Every mater- 
ial and every shade was to be seen there. She asked to be shown 
Grenadine and Chamb^ry gauze without even having the slightest 
desire to buy any. Then, when she had had enough, she said: 

‘Oh well! Really, the first is still the best. It’s for my cook. . . . Yes. 
the serge with the little dots, the one at two francs.’ 

And when Li6nard. pale with restrained anger, had measured it 
out, she said: 

‘Will you take it to No. 10 cash-desk. . . . For Madame Desforges.’ 

As she was going away she caught sight of Madame Marty nearby, 
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accompanied by her daughter Valentine, a big, lanky girl of four- 
teen, forward in manner and already casting the guilty glances of a 

woman at the goods. 

‘Why! It’s you, my dear?’ 

‘Yes, dear What a crowd, isn’t it?’ 

‘Oh! Don’t talk to me about it, it’s stifling. What a success! Have 
you seen the oriental hall?’ 

‘Superb! Amazing!’ 

And, elbowed and jostled by the growing mass of hard-up women 
who were falling on the inexpensive woollens, they went into ecsta- 
sies over the exhibition of carpets. Next, Madame Marty explained 
that she was looking for some material for a coat; but she had not 
made up her mind, she wanted to see some woollen matelass6. 

‘But just look at it. Maman,’ murmured Valentine, *it’s too 
common.’ 

‘Come to the silks,* said Madame Desforges. ‘We must see their 
famous Paris-Bonheur.’ 

For a moment Madame Marty hesitated. It would be very expen- 
sive, she had so expressly sworn to her husband that she would be 
sensible! She had been buying for an hour already, a whole batch of 
articles was following her — a muff and ruching for herself, stockings 
for her daughter. In the end she said to the assistant who was show- 
ing her the matelass^: 

‘Well, no! I'm going to the silks. . . . None of that is what I’m 
looking for.’ 

The assistant took the articles and walked ahead of the ladies. 

The crowd had reached the silk department too. Above all there 
was a crush before the interior display arranged by Hutin, to which 
Mourel had added masterly touches. At the end of the hall, sur- 
rounding one of the small cast-iron columns which held up the glass 
roof, material was streaming down like a bubbling sheet of water, 
falling from above and broadening out to the floor. First, pale satins 
and soft silks were gushing out: duchess satins, renaissance satins, in 
the pearly shades of spring water; light silks as transparent as crystal, 
Nile green, turquoise, blossom pink. Danube blue. Next came the 
thicker materials, the marvellous satins, royal satins, in warm shades 
flowing in rising waves. And at the foot as if in the basin of a foun- 
tain, the heavy materials, the damasks, the brocades, the silks 
encrusted with pearls and gold, were sleeping on a deep bed of 
velvets — velvets of all kinds, black, white, coloured, embossed on a 
background of silk or of satin, their shimmering flecks forming a 
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motionless lake in which glints of the sky and of the countryside 
seemed to dance. Women pale with desire were leaning over as if to 
see their reflections. Faced with this unleashed cataract, they all re- 
mained standing there, filled with the fear of being caught up in tliat 
overflow of luxury and with an irresistible desire to throw themselves 
into it and be lost. 

‘Why, so you’re here, are you?’ said Madame Desforges, on find- 
ing Madame Bourdelais installed in front of a counter. 

‘Ah! Good-day to you!’ the latter replied, shaking hands with 
them. ‘Yes. I came in to have a look.’ 

‘It’s stupendous, this display, isn’t it? A dream. . . . And the 
oriental hall, have you seen the oriental hall?’ 

‘Yes, yes. extraordinary!’ 

But beneath this enthusiasm, which was certainly going to be the 
fashionable attitude of the day. Madame Bourdelais was keeping her 
composure as a practical housewife. She was carefully examining 
a piece of Paris-Bonheur. for she had come solely in order to take 
advantage of the exceptional cheapness of this silk, if she should 
consider it really good value. Doubtless she was satisfied, for she 
ordered twenty-five yards, reckoning that she would easily be able 
to cut a dress for herself and a coat for her little girl out of it. 

‘What! You’re going already?* Madame Desforges resumed. 
‘G^me and have a look round with us, do.’ 

‘No, thank you, they’re expecting me at home. ... I didn’t want 
to risk bringing the children in a crowd like this.’ 

And she went away preceded by the salesman carrying the twenty- 
five yards of silk; he conducted her to No. 10 cash-desk. where 
young Albert was quite losing his head in the midst of all the re- 
quests for invoices with which he was being besieged. When the sales- 
man could get near, he called out the sale he had made, after having 
entered it with a pencil stroke on his counterfoil book, and the cash- 
ier wrote it down in the register; then it was counter-checked, and 
the detached page from the counterfoil book was stuck on an iron 
spike near the receipt stamp. 

‘A hundred and forty francs,’ said Albert. 

Madame Bourdelais paid and gave her address, for she had come 
on foot and did not want to have anything to carry. Already, behind 
the cash-de.sk, Joseph was holding the silk and was packing it up; 
and the parcel, thrown into a basket on wheels, was sent down to the 
dispatch department, into which all the goods from the shop now 
seemed to be rushing with a noise like a weir. 
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Meanwhile, the congestion was becoming so great in the silk de- 
partment that Madame Desforges and Madame Marty were not 
able to find a free assistant at first. They remained standing, mingling 
with the crowd of ladies who were looking at the materials, feeling 
them, remaining there for hours without making up their minds. 
Everything pointed to a great success above all for the Paris-Bon- 
heur; for one of those waves of enthusiasm, the sudden fever of 
which sets a fashion in one day. was growing around it. The sales- 
men were all occupied only in measuring that silk; above the hats 
the pale light of the unfolded lengths could be seen shimmering, 
while fingers were moving all the time up and down the oak yard- 
measures, hanging from brass shafts; the noise of scissors biting into 
the material could be heard, and they did so without a pause, as fast 
as it was unpacked, as if there were not enough arms to satisfy the 
voracious, out-stretched hands of the customers. 

Tt really isn’t bad for five francs sixty,’ said Madame Desforges. 
who had succeeded in securing a piece of it from the edge of a 
table. 

Madame Marty and her daughter Valentine were feeling disillus- 
ioned. The newspapers had talked about it so much that they had 
expected something with more body to it, more lustrous. But 
Bouthemont had just recognized Madame Desforges and. wishing 
to pay court to a beautiful creature who was reputed to hold the gov- 
ernor completely in her power, he was coming towards her with his 
rather uncouth good nature. What! She was not being served! It was 
unpardonable! She must be lenient with them, they really didn’t 
know where to look for shame. And he searched for some chairs 
amidst the surrounding skirts, laughing with his good-natured laugh 
in whicli a brutal love of women was discernible, which Henriette 
did not. apparently, find unattractive. 

‘I say,’ murmured Favier as he went to get a roll of velvet from a 
shelf behind Hutin, ‘there’s Bouthemont doing that special customer 
of yours for you.’ 

Hutin iiad forgotten Madame Desforges, for he was beside himself 
with rage with an old lady who. having kept him for a quarter of an 
hour, had just bought a yard of black satin for a corset. During rush 
hours they no longer kept to the rosier, salesmen served customers 
as they came. He was replying to Madame Boutarel, who was finish- 
ing off her afternoon at the Bonheur des Dames where she had al- 
ready spent three hours in the morning, when Favier’s warning gave 
him a start. Was he going to miss the governor’s girl-friend, out of 


104 


whom he had sworn to make five francs? That would be the crown- 
ing piece of bad luck, for he had not so far made three francs for 
himself, in spite of all the skirts cluttering up the place! 

Just then Bouthemont was repeating very loudly: 

‘Come now, gentlemen, someone this way, please!’ 

At that Hutin handed Madame Boutarel over to Robineau, who 
was not doing anything. 

‘Here you are, Madame, ask the assistant buyer . . . he’ll be able 
to tell you better than I can.’ 

He made a dash and got the salesman who had accompanied the 
ladies from the woollens to hand Madame Marty’s articles over to 
him. Nervous excitement must have upset his delicate flair that day. 
Usually, from his first glance at a woman, he could tell if she would 
buy, and how much. Then he would dominate the customer, hurry- 
ing to get rid of her in order to move on to another, and he would 
force her to make up her mind by persuading her that he knew what 
material she wanted belter than she did. 

‘What kind of silk. Madame?’ he asked in his most courteous 
manner. 

Madame Desforges was scarcely opening her mouth when he went 
on: 

‘I know. I’ve just what you want.’ 

When the length of Paris-Bonhcur had been unfolded on a narrow 
stretch of counter between piles of other silks. Madame Marty and 
her daughter drew nearer. Hutin. rather worried, gathered that it was 
a question of supplying them first of all. Words were being exchanged 
in undertones, Madame Desforges was advising her friend. 

‘Oh! There’s no question about it,’ she murmured, ‘a silk at five 
francs sixty will never be equal to one at fifteen, or even at ten 
francs.’ 

‘It’s very thin,’ Madame Marty was repealing. ‘I’m afraid it hasn’t 
got enough body for a coat.’ 

This remark made the salesman intervene. He had the exagger- 
ated politeness of a man who cannot be in the wrong. 

‘But, Madame, suppleness is one of the qualities of this silk. It 
does not crease. . . . It’s precisely what you need.’ 

Impressed by such assurance, the ladies w'ere silent. They had 
picked up the material again and were examining it once more when 
they felt a touch on their shoulders. It was Madame Guibal. who 
had been walking through the shop at a leisurely pace for an hour 
already, feasting her eyes on the piled-up riches, without having 
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bought so much as a yard of calico. Yet another outburst of chatter 
took place on the spot. 

‘Why! You of all people!" 

‘Yes, it’s me, just a bit knocked about, that’s all!’ 

‘Yes, isn’t one? What a crowd, one can’t get round. . . . What 
about the oriental hall?’ 

‘Entrancing!’ 

‘My goodness! What a success. . . . Do wait a moment, we’ll go 
upstairs together.* 

‘No thank you. I’ve just come from there.’ 

Hutin was waiting, hiding his impatience beneath a smile which 
was never absent from his lips. How much longer were they going to 
keep him there? Really, women had a nerve, it was just as if they 
had stolen money out of his very pocket. Finally, Madame Guibal 
withdrew in order to continue her slow stroll, going round and round 
the great display of silks with an air of delight. 

‘If I were you. I’d buy the coat ready-made,’ said Madame 
Desforges, coming back to the Paris-Bonheur. ‘It’ll cost you less.* 

‘It’s true that what with the trimmings and having made it up. . . .’ 
murmured Madame Marty. ‘And then, one has a selection to choose 
from.’ 

The three ladies had risen to their feet. Madame Desforges went 
up to Hutin and resumed: 

‘Would you kindly conduct us to the mantle department?’ 

Unaccustomed to defeats of this kind, he was staggered. What! the 
dark haired lady was not buying anything! His instinct had let him 
down, then! He abandoned Madame Marty, and turned all his atten- 
tion to Heiirielte. trying out his powers as a good salesman on her. 

‘And you. Madame, don’t you wish to see our satins, our velvets? 
We have some remarkable bargains.’ 

‘No. thank you, another lime,’ she replied calmly, not looking at 
him any more than she had at Mignot. 

Hutin had to pick up Madame Marty’s things again, and walk 
ahead of them in order to conduct them to the mantle department. He 
had the additional grief of seeing that Robineau was in the process 
of selling a large quantity of silk to Madame Boutarel. He certainly 
had lost his good nose and no mistake, he wouldn’t make a penny. 
Beneath his pleasant, polite manner, the rage of a man who has been 
robbed and devoured by others was embittering him. 

‘On the first floor, Mesdames.’ he said, without ceasing to smile. 

It was no longer easy to reach the staircase. A compact surge of 


106 


heads was flowing through the arcades, broadening out into a river 
in spate in the centre of the hall. A real commercial battle was de- 
veloping, the salesmen were holding the multitude of women at their 
mercy, and were passing them over from one to another, vying with 
each other for speed. The hour of the tremendous afternoon rush had 
come, the overheated machine was calling the tune to the customers 
and extracting money from their very flesh. In the silk department, 
above all, there was madness in the air, the Paris-Bonheur had at- 
tracted such a crowd that for several minutes Hutin could not 
advance a step. When Henriette. suffocating there, looked up. she 
glimpsed Mouret at the top of the stairs, for he always came back to 
the same place from where he could watch the victory. She smiled, 
hoping that he would come down and extricate her. But he could not 
even distinguish her in the throng, he was still with Vallagnosc, busy 
showing him the shop, his face radiant with triumph. By now the 
commotion inside was muffling the sounds from the street; the rum- 
bling of cabs and the banging of doors could no longer he heard; 
beyond the huge murmur of the sale there remained nothing but a 
sensation of the vastness of Paris — a city so vast that it would always 
be able to supply customers. In the still air. in which the stifling 
central heating brought out the smell of materials, the hubbub was 
increasing, composed of every imaginable sound — of the continuous 
trampling of feet, of the same sentences repeated a hundred times at 
the counters, of gold ringing on the brass of the cash-desks which 
were being besieged by a scrimmage of purses, of baskets on wheels 
with their loads of parcels falling without respite into the gaping 
cellars. In the end everything was becoming intermingled under a 
fine dust, the divisions between departments were no longer recog- 
nizable: over there, the haberdashery seemed swamped; further on, 
in the household linen, a ray of sunlight coming through the window 
facing the Rue Neuve-Saint-Auguslin was like a golden arrow in the 
snow; there in the woollen and glove departments, a dense mass of 
hats and hair was cutting off the far confines of the shop from sight. 
Even the clothes of the crowd could no longer be seen, only head- 
dresses, gaudy with feathers and ribbons, were floating on the surface; 
a few men’s hats were making black smudges, whereas the pale com- 
plexions of the women, tired out and feeling the heat, were acquiring 
the transluccncy of camelias. Finally, thanks to some strenuous 
elbow-work, Hutin opened up a pathway for the ladies by walking 
ahead of them. When she reached the top of the stairs Henriette 
could no longer find Mouret, who had just plunged Vallagnosc into 
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the very middle of the crowd in order to make him even more dazed, 
and also because he himself felt overcome with a physical longing to 
breathe in success. He could feel it there, pressing against his limbs, 
as if he was holding all his customers in a long embrace, which made 
him delightfully out of breath. 

‘To the left. Mesdames,’ said Hutin in a voice which was still cour- 
teous in spite of his growing exasperation. 

Upstairs there was the same congestion. Even the furniture depart- 
ment, usually the quietest, was being invaded. The shawls, the furs, 
the underwear departments were teeming with people. As the ladies 
were going through the lace department, they once more ran into 
people they knew. Madame de Boves was there with her daughter 
Blanche, both deep in the articles which Deloche was showing them. 
Hutin, parcel in hand, once more had to make a halt. 

‘Good afternoon! I was just thinking about you.’ 

‘And I was looking for you. But how can one possibly find anyone 
in such a crowd?’ 

‘It’s marvellous, isn’t it?’ 

‘Dazzling, my dear. We can scarcely stand any longer.’ 

‘You’re buying things?’ 

‘Oh! no. we’re just looking. It rests us a bit to sit down.’ 

Madame de Boves who. as a matter of fact, had nothing but her 
fare home in her purse, was asking for all manner of lace to be taken 
out of the boxes for the pleasure of seeing and touching it. She had 
sensed that Deloche was the type of inexperienced salesman, awk- 
ward and slow, who dares not resist ladies’ whims, she was taking 
advantage of his scared obligingness, and had already kept him for 
half an hour, asking all the time for fresh articles. The counter was 
overflowing, she was plunging her hands into the growing cascade of 
pillow lace. Mechlin lace. Valenciennes, Chantilly, her fingers 
trembling with desire, her face gradually warming up with sensual 
joy: wliereas at her side Blanche, obsessed by the same passion, was 
very pale, her flesh puffy and flabby. 

Meanwhile, the conversation was continuing; Hutin, motionless, 
awaiting their convenience, could have slapped them. 

‘Why!’ said Madame Marty, ‘you’re looking at scams and veils 
just like mine.’ 

It was true; Madame de Boves. who had been tormented by Mad- 
ame Marty’s laces since the preceding Saturday, had not been able 
to resist the urge at least to touch the same pattern.s. since owing to 
the straitened circumstances in which her husband kept her she was 
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unable to take them away. She blushed slightly, and explained that 

Blanche had wished to see some Spanish lace scarves Then she 
added: 

‘You’re going to the ready-made clothes Very well! We’ll see 

you later. Shall we meet in the oriental hail?’ 

‘All right, in the oriental hall. . . . It’s wonderful, isn’t it?’ 

They took leave of each other, going into raptures as they did so 
in the midst of the congestion caused by a sale of inexpensive inser- 
tions and small trimmings. Deloche. happy to have something to do, 
had started emptying the boxes for mother and daughter once more! 
And slowly, among the groups crowded all along the counters Jouve 
the shopwalker was walking with his military gait, flaunting his 
medal, watching over those precious, choice goods which could 
so easily be hidden in the depths of a sleeve. As he passed behind 
Madame de Boves he cast a quick glance at her feverish hands, sur- 
prised at seeing her with her arms plunged in such a cascade of 
lace. 

‘To the right, Madame.’ said Hutin, setting off once more. 

He was beside himself. As if it wasn’t enough to make him miss a 
sale downstairs! Now they were holding him up at every turning! His 
irriution was. above all, full of the resentment felt by departments 
selling material against those selling manufactured goods; they were 
continually at daggers drawn, wrangling over customers, cheating 
each other out of their percentages and commissions. Those in the 
silk department, more even than those in the woollen materials, were 
maddened when they had to conduct to the ready-made clothes de- 
partment a lady who had finally decided to buy a coat after having 
asked to see taffetas and failles. 

Mademoiselle Vadon!’ said Hutin, when he finally reached the 
counter, in a voice which was becoming annoyed. 

But she passed by without taking any notice, absorbed by a sale 
which she was hurrying to finish. The room was full, a queue of 
people was going through it at one end. entering and leaving it by 
the doors of the lace and lingerie departments, which faced each 
other; whilst in the background customers who had taken off their 
outdoor things were trying on clothes, arching their backs in front 
ot the looking-glasses. The red moquelle muffled the sound of foot- 
steeps. the shrill, remote voice of the ground floor was dying away, 
there was nothing but a discreet murmur, the warmth of a drawing- 
room made oppressive by a whole mob of women. 

‘Mademoiselle Prunaire!’ cried Hutin 
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And, since she did not stop either, he added inaudibly between his 
teeth: 

‘You old monkeys!* 

He certainly wasted no love on them; his legs were aching from 
going upstairs to bring them customers, and he was furious about the 
earnings which he accused them of taking out of his pocket in this 
way. It was a secret struggle, in which the girls showed just as much 
asperity as he did; and, in their common weariness, always on their 
feet as they were, dead to the flesh, the sexes disappeared and no- 
thing remained but opposing interests inflamed by the fever of busi- 
ness. 

‘Well, isn't there anyone here?* Hutin asked. 

Then he caught sight of Denise. She had been busy unfolding 
things since the morning, she had only been allowed to deal with a 
few unlikely sales, which in any case she had failed to bring off. 
When he recognized her, busy clearing an enormous pile of clothes 
off a table, he ran to fetch her. 

‘Here, Mademoiselle, do serve these ladies who are waiting.* 

He quickly put Madame Marty’s things, which he was sick of 
carrying about, into her arms. His smile was coming back, and there 
was in it the secret malice of an experienced salesman with a shrewd 
idea of the trouble he was going to cause both the ladies and the girl. 
Meanwhile, the latter was quite overcome by the prospect of this 
unexpected sale. For the second lime he was appearing like some 
unknown friend, brotherly and affectionate, always waiting in the 
background to come to her assistance. Her eyes shone with gratitude, 
with a lingering glance she watched him go, elbowing his way out in 
order to get back to his department as quickly as possible. 

*I would like to see come coats.’ said Madame Marty. 

Denise questioned her. What kind of coat? But the customer did 
not know, had no idea, she just wanted to see what models the shop 
had. And the girl, already very tired, deafened by the crowd, lost her 
head; she had never served anyone but the rare customers in Valog- 
nes; she did not yet know how many models there were, or where 
they were kept in the cupboards. She was taking an endless time to 
comply with the request of the two friends, who were growing im- 
patient. when Madame Aur^lie caught sight of Madame Desforges 
of whose liaison she was presumably aware, for she hastened to 
come and ask; 

‘Are these ladies being attended to?’ 

‘Yes, by the young lady who is looking for something over there,* 
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Henricttc replied. But she doesn’t seem to know very much about 
it, she can’t find anything.’ 

At that, the buyer finally paralysed Denise completely by going 
and saying to her in a low voice: 

‘You see yourself that you don’t know a thing. Don't interfere, 
please.’ 

And she called out: 

‘Mademoiselle Vadon, coats please!’ 

She stayed there while Marguerite was showing the models. With 
the customers the latter affected a curtly polite voice, the disagreeable 
attitude of a girl clad in silk, used to rubbing shoulders with the smart- 
est people, yet jealous and resentful of them without even realizing it 
herself. When she heard Madame Marty say that she did not wish 
to spend more than two hundred francs, she pursed her lips in pity. 
Oh! Madame should spend more than that, it would be impossible 
for Madame to find anything decent for two hundred francs! And she 
threw down the common coats on to a counter with a gesture as if to 
say: ‘You see what trash they are!’ Madame Marty did not dare tell 
her that she liked them. She leant across to whisper into Madame 
Desforges’s ear: 

‘I say. don’t you prefer being served by men? One feels more at 
ease.’ 

Finally Marguerite brought a silk coal trimmed with jet. which she 
treated with respect. Madame Aur61ie summoned Denise. 

‘Do something to help, can’t you? Put this on.’ 

Denise, her heart stricken, despairing of ever succeeding in the 

shop, had remained motionless, her arms dangling. Obviously they 

were going to give her notice, the children would starve. The hubbub 

of the crowd buzzed in her head, she felt herself swaying, her 

muscles were aching from having lifted armfuls of clothes, a real 

navvy’s job which she had never done before. Nevertheless, she had 

to obey, she had to let Marguerite drape the coat over her, as if on a 
dummy. 

‘Stand straight,’ said Madame Aurdlie. 

But almost immediately Denise was forgotten. Mouret was just 
wming in with Vallagnosc and Bourdoncle; he was greeting the 
ladies, being complimented by them on his magnificent display of 
winter fashions. Inevitably there were exclamations of delight about 
the oriental salon. Vallagnosc. who was just completing his stroll 
round the counters, was more surprised than admiring; with the 
apathy of a pessimist he was thinking that it was after alt nothing but 
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a lot of linen all at once. As to Bourdoncle. forgetting that be was on 
the staff, he too was congratulating the chief, so that his doubts and 
anxious nagging of the morning might be forgotten. 

‘Yes, yes, it’s going quite well. I’m pleased.’ Mouret. radiant, was 
repeating, replying to Henriette’s tender glances with a smile. ‘But I 

mustn’t interrupt you, Mesdames.’ 

At that, all eyes went back to Denise again. She was abandoning 
herself to Marguerite, who was making her turn slowly round. 

‘Mmmm? What do you think about it?’ Madame Marty asked 

Madame Desforges. 

The latter, as supreme arbiter of fashion, settled the question: 

‘It’s not bad, and the shape is original. . . . Only, it seems to me 

that it’s rather clumsy at the w'aist.’ 

‘Oh!’ Madame Aurdlie intervened, ‘you should see it on Madame 

herself You see. it doesn’t look anything on Mademoiselle, who 

is not at all well-upholstered. . . . Stand up straight, do. Mademoi- 
selle. give it its full value.’ 

People smiled. Denise had become very pale. She was overwhelmed 
with shame at being thus treated like a machine which people were 
freely examining and joking about. Madame Desforges, feeling an- 
tipathy to a temperament opposed to her own, irritated by the girl’s 
gentle face, added spitefully: 

‘It would probably look better if Mademoiselle’s dress wasn t so 
loose for her.* 

And she was looking at Mouret with the mocking look of a Paris- 
ian amused by the ridiculous get-up of a girl from the provinces. He 
felt the amorous caress of this glance, the triumph of a woman proud 
of her beauty and her artistry. And so, in gratitude for being adored, 
in spile of the good-w’ill he felt towards Denise, whose secret charm 
was casting its spell over his susceptible nature, he felt obliged to jeer 
in his turn. 

‘And then, she should have combed her hair,’ he murmured. 

Tt was the last straw. The director was condescending to smile, all 
the girls burst into fits of laughter. Marguerite hazarded the slight 
chuckle of a refined girl controlling herself; Clara had abandoned a 
sale in order to have a good laugh at her ease; even the sales-girls 
from the lingerie department had drawn near, attracted by the up- 
roar. As to the ladies, they were joking more discreetly, with an air 
of wordly understanding; Madame Aur61ie’s imperial profile alone 
was unbending, as if the new girl’s beautiful, untamed hair and deli- 
cate, slender shoulders had cast a slur on the good management of 
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her department. Surrounded by all these people making fun of her 
Denise had grown even paler. She felt that violence had been done 
to her, that, defenceless, she had been stripped naked. What had she 
done, after all, to deserve being attacked like that for her waist being 
too small and her bun being too big? But she was hurt above all by 
the laughter of Mouret and of Madame Desforges, for some instinct 
had made her aware of their understanding, and some unknown grief 
was making her heart sink; that lady must be really wicked to attack 
a poor girl like that who was not saying a word; while he was posi- 
tively making her blood run cold with a fear which was drowning all 
her other feelings so that she could not analyse them. Forsaken like 
an outcast, her most intimate feminine modesty assailed, sickened by 

the unfairness, she was choking back the sobs which were rising in 
her throat. 

‘You’ll see to it that she combs her hair to-morrow, won't you? 
It’s really unseemly. . . !’ the terrifying Bourdoncle was repeating to 
Madame Aur61ie, full of contempt for her small limbs, he had con- 
demned Denise from the moment she arrived. 

At last the buyer came and took the coat off Denise’s shoulders, 
saying in a low voice to her as she did so: 

‘Well, Mademoiselle! That’s a fine beginning. Really, if you wan- 
ted to show us what you’re capable of . . . you couldn’t have been 
sillier.’ 

Denise, for fear that the tears might gush from her eyes hastened to 
return to the pile of clothes which she was putting back and sorting 
on a counter. There, at any rate, she was lost in the crowd, tiredness 
was preventing her from thinking. But she noticed that the salcs-girl 
from the lingerie department, who already that morning had defen- 
ded her, was close to her. The latter had just witnessed the scene; she 
murmured into her ear: 

My dear, you mustn’t be so sensitive. Go on, choke them back, 
otherwise you’ll be made to shed a lot more. . . . You know. I'm from 
Chartres. Pauline Cugnot’s my name; and my parents back home arc 
millers. . . . Well, they’d have eaten me up here at the beginning if I 
hadn t kept my end up, . . . Come on, be brave! Give me your hand, 
we 1] have a nice chat when you feel like it.’ 

The hand which was being held out only made Denise feel twice 
as upset. She shook it furtively, and hastened to carry away a heavy 

afraid of doing something wrong again, of being 
became known that she had a friend, 
eanwhile Madame Aur^lie herself had just placed the coat on 

113 


Madame Marty’s shoulders, and everyone was exclaiming: Oh! How 
lovely! It’s charming! It immediately begins to look as if it has some 
shape. . . . Madame Desforges declared that they would never find 
anything better. Greetings were exchanged, Mouret took his leave, 
whereas Vallagnosc had caught sight of Madame de Boves in the 
lace department with her daughter, and hastened to offer her his 
arm. Marguerite, standing at one of the mezzanine floor cash-desks, 
was already calling out the various purchases made by Madame 
Marty, who paid, and gave orders that the parcel should be taken 
to her carriage. Madame Desforges had found all her things again 
at No. 10 cash-desk. Then the ladies met once more in the oriental 
hall. They were leaving, but they did so in a burst of voluble admir- 
ation. Even Madame Guibal was waxing enthusiastic. 

‘Oh! It’s delightful! One feels one’s actually there!’ 

‘Yes, a real harem, isn’t it? And not expensive!’ 

‘Look at the ones from Smyrna, ah! those from Smyrna! What 
shades, what delicacy!’ 

‘And that one from Kurdistan, look there! A Delacroix!’ 

Slowly, the crowd was diminishing. Peals of bells, at hourly inter- 
vals, had already rung for the first two evening meals; the third was 
about to be served and in the departments, which were gradually be- 
ing deserted, there just remained a few belated customers whose pas- 
sion for spending had made them forget the time. From outside only 
the rattle of the last cabs could be heard through the raufiled voice of 
Paris, the snore of a replete ogre digesting the linens and cloths, the 
silks and the laces, with which people had been stuffing him since 
the morning. Inside, in the blaze of the gas jets which, burning in the 
dusk, had illuminated the crowning commotion of the sale, it was 
like a battlefield still hot from the massacre of materials. The sales- 
men. worn out with tiredness, were camping amidst the havoc of 
their cash-desks and counters, which looked as if they had been 
wrecked by the raging blast of a hurricane. The ground floor galler- 
ies were obstructed by a rout of chairs which made it difficult to get 
round them; in the glove department one had to step over a barri- 
cade of boxes, piled up round Mignot; in the woollens it was impos- 
sible to get through at all, Li^nard was dozing on a sea of materials 
in which some half-destroyed stacks of cloth were still standing, like 
ruined houses swamped by an over-flowing river; further along, the 
white linen had snowed all over the ground, one stumbled against 
ice-flows of table-napkins, one walked on the soft flakes of handker- 
chiefs. Upstairs in the mezzanine departments the havoc was the 
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same; furs littered the floor, ready-made clothes were heaped up like 
the trench-coats of disabled soldiers: the laces and underclothes, 
unfolded, creased, thrown down at random. looked as if a multitude 
of women had undressed there haphazard in a wave of desire; while 
downstairs, in the depths of the shop, the dispatch service, working 
full blast, was still disgorging the parcels with which it was bursting, 
and which were being carried away by the delivery vans in a final 
movement of the superheated machine. But there had been a mass 
onslaught of customers above all in the silk department, there they 
had made a clean sweep, one could walk there quite easily, the hall 
was bare, the whole colossal stock of Paris-Bonheur had just been 
slashed to bits, swept away, as if by a horde of ravenous locusts. 
In the midst of this void Hutin and Favier, out of breath from the 
struggle, were turning the pages of their cash-books, calculating their 
percentages. Favier had made fifteen francs for himself, whereas 
Hutin, who had not been able to make more than thirteen, had been 
beaten that day, and was furious at his bad luck. Their eyes were 
lighting up with acquisitive passion, and around them the whole of 
the rest of the shop was also making calculations, burning with the 
same fever, with the brutal gaiety of nights of carnage. 

‘Well, Bourdoncle!’ shouted Mourel, ‘are you still worried?’ 

He had come back once more to his favourite post, at the top of 
the mezzanine staircase, by the balustrade; and at the sight of the 
massacre of materials spread out below him, he gave a victorious 
laugh. His fears of the morning, that moment of unpardonable weak- 
ness which no one would ever know about, had given him a flashy 
hankering for triumph. So in the end the campaign had been won, 
the small tradespeople of the neighbourhood reduced to shreds. 
Baron Hartmann, with his millions and his building sites, conquered. 
As he was watching the cashiers bent over their ledgers, adding up 
the long columns of figures, as he listened to the tinkle of gold falling 
through their fingers into brass bowls, he could already see the Bon- 
heur des Dames growing beyond all measure, its hall expanding, its 
arcades being extended as far as the Rue du Dix-D6cembre. 

‘And aren’t you now convinced,’ he resumed, ‘that the shop is loo 
small? We could have sold twice as much,’ 

Bourdoncle was eating humble pie and was, what is more, de- 
lighted at having been in the wrong. But then they saw a sight which 
made them serious again: Lhomme, chief sales cashier, had just col- 
lected together the individual takings from each cash-desk as he did 
every evening; after having added them up, he used to inscribe the 
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total takings on a sheet of paper which he put on his spike-file; and 
he would then carry the takings, in a wallet or bags according to the 
type of currency, up to the counting-house. On that particular day 
gold and silver predominated; he slowly climbed the staircase, carry- 
ing three enormous bags. As he had lost his right arm, which was 
amputated at the elbow, he hugged them to his chest with his left 
arm, holding one of them in place with his chin, to prevent it sliding 
off. His heavy breathing could be heard from afar as he went along, 
overladen and haughty, amid the respectful shop-assistants. 

‘How much. Lhomme?* asked Mouret. 

‘Eighty thousand, seven hundred and forty-two francs, ten cen- 
times!’ 

A laugh of pleasure shook the Bonheur des Dames. News of the 
figure was spreading. It was the biggest figure ever attained so far by 
a draper’s shop in one day. 

That evening, as Denise went up to bed, she leaned against 
the walls of the narrow corridor beneath the zinc roofing. Once in- 
side her room and the door closed, she flung herself upon the bed, 
her feet were hurting her so much. For a long time she stared 
vacantly at the dressing-table, at the cupboard, at the whole room 
which had the bareness of a hotel bedroom. So that was where she 
was going to live; and her first horrible, endless day loomed up be- 
fore her. She would never have had the courage to go through it 
again. Then she noticed that she was still dressed in silk; her uniform 
overwhelmed her, and before unpacking her trunk she had a child- 
ish desire to put on her old woollen dress, which had remained on 
the back of a chair. But, when she was once more dressed in her own 
poor garment, she was overcome with emotion, and the sobs which 
she had been holding back since the morning suddenly burst in a 
flood of bitter tears. She had fallen back on the bed again, and was 
weeping at the thought of the two children, and she went on weep- 
ing, without having the strength to take off her shoes, drunk with 
weariness and sorrow. 
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V 


The next day Denise had scarcely been in the department for half 
an hour, when Madame Aur61ie said to her in a curt voice: 

‘Mademoiselle, you’re wanted in the head office.’ 

The girl found Mouret alone, sitting in the great office hung with 
green repp. He had just remembered ‘Tousle-head,’ as Bourdoncle 
called her; and. although he was usually reluctant to play a police- 
man’s part, he had had the idea of summoning her to give her a bit 
of a jolt, in case she was still looking dowdy like a girl from the prov. 
inces. The day before, in spite of the joke he had made, his self- 
esteem had been wounded when the smartness of one of his sales-girls 
had been discussed in front of Madame Desforges. His feelings were 
confused, a mixture of sympathy and anger. 

‘Mademoiselle,’ he began, ‘we took you out of consideration for 
your uncle, and you must not put us to the painful necessity . . . 

But he slopped. Opposite him. on the other side of the desk. Denise 
was standing erect, solemn and pale. Her silk dress was no longer too 
big, but hugging her rounded figure, moulding the pure lines of her 
girlish shoulders; and if her hair, knotted in thick braids, still re- 
mained untamed, she was at least trying to control it. She had fallen 
asleep full clothed, all her tears spent, and on waking at about four 
o’clock she had felt ashamed of her attack of hysterical self-pity. She 
had immediately set about taking in the dress, and had spent an hour 
in front of the narrow mirror, combing her hair, without being able 
to smooth it down as she would have liked. 

‘Oh! Thank goodness,’ murmured Mouret. ‘You’re belter this 
morning. . . . Only, those locks of yours are still real little devils!’ 

He had got up, he came to put her hair to rights with the same 
familiar gesture as Madame Aurdlie when she had tried to arrange 
it the day before. 

‘There! You should tuck that one behind the car. . . . The bun is 
loo high up.’ 

She was not saying a word, offering no resistance as he tidied her. 
In spite of her vow to be brave, when she had reached the office she 
had been cold all over, convinced she had been summoned to be 
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given notice. And Mouret’s obvious kindness did not reassure her, 
she still dreaded him, she still felt an uneasiness when close to him, 
which she explained as a very natural confusion in the presence of a 
powerful man on whom her future depended. When he saw how she 
was trembling as his hands brushed against the nape of her neck he 
regretted his gesture of kindness, for the one thing he was afraid of 
was losing his authority. 

‘Well, Mademoiselle,’ he resumed, once more putting the desk be- 
tween them, ‘try to pay attention to your appearance. You’re no 
longer in Valognes, study our Parisian girls. ... If your uncle’s name 
was enough to open the doors of our shop to you, I should like to be- 
lieve that you will live up to what you yourself seemed to me to 
promise. Unfortunately, not everyone here shares my opinion. . . . 
So now you’ve been warned, haven’t you? Don’t prove me wrong.’ 

He was treating her like a child, with more pity than kindness, his 
curiosity about the feminine sex merely awakened by the exciting 
woman he could sense developing in this poor, puny child. And while 
he was lecturing her, she. having caught sight of the portrait of 
Madame Hddouin whose handsome face with regular features was 
smiling gravely in its gold frame, felt herself seized with a tremor 
once more, in spite of the encouraging things he was saying to her. 
It was the dead lady, the one whom the neighbourhood accused him 
of having killed so as to found the shop on her life blood. 

Mouret was still talking. 

‘You may go.’ he said finally, and he went on writing without get- 
ting up. 

She went, and in the corridor she gave a sigh of profound relief. 

From that day on Denise showed the stuff of which she was made. 
Beneath her attacks of sensitivity her common sense was always 
there, the fact of being weak and alone made her brave, and she car- 
ried on gaily with the task which she had set herself. She made no 
fuss, she went straight ahead to her goal taking no notice of obstacles; 
and she did so simply and naturally, for this invincible gentleness 
was at the very roots of her nature. 

In the first place she had to overcome terrible hardships in the de- 
partment. The parcels of clothes made her arms ache to such an ex- 
tent that, during the first six weeks, she would cry out as she turned 
over in tlie night, aching in every limb, her shoulders black and blue. 
But her shoes caused her even more suffering, for they were heavy 
shoes she had brought from Valognes, and lack of money prevented 
her from replacing them by light boots. She was always standing, 
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walking about from morning to night, scolded if she was caught 
leaning up against the woodwork for a minute, and her feet, the small 
feet of a little girl, were swollen and felt as if they were being pulped 
in instruments of torture; her heels throbbed with inflammation, the 
soles of her feet were covered with blisters, the peeling skin of which 
stuck to her stockings. Subsequently the health of her whole body 
was impaired, her limbs and organs were strained by the exhaustion 
of her legs, she had sudden disorders of a feminine nature which her 
pallor betrayed. And yet she who was so thin and looked so fragile 
stood up to it, while many sales-girls were forced to leave the 
drapery business because they contracted occupational diseases. 
When she was reaching breaking point, worn out by work which 
would have made men succumb, she was kept going, smiling and 
erect, because she suffered with a good grace and was obstinately 
courageous. 

Next, she was tortured because the department was against her. 
Surreptitious persecution by her companions was added to her phys- 
ical sufferings. In spite of being patient and gentle for two months, 
she had not so far disarmed them. There was nothing but wounding 
words and cruel tricks, and she was cold-shouldered in a way which, 
needing affection as she did. wounded her to the quick. She had been 
teased for a long time about her unfortunate first day; the words 
‘clogs’ and ‘gollywog’ went the rounds, girls who failed to make a 
sale were ‘sent to Valognes,’ in a word she was considered the duffer 
of the counter. When later on. once she was familiar with the work- 
ings of the shop, she proved herself to be a remarkable sale.swoman, 
there was indignant amazement, and from then on the girls conspired 
never to let her have a worlhv/hile customer. Marguerite and Clara 
pursued her with instinctive hatred, joining forces so as not to be 
destroyed by this newcomer for, although they pretended to have 
contempt for her, they really feared her. As to Madame Aur6lie. she 
was hurt by the girl’s proud reserve, by the fact that she did not hang 
round her with an air of admiration; so she abandoned Denise to the 
spite of girls whom she particularly liked, court favourites who were 
always sucking up to her, busy buttering her up with the endless flat- 
tery which her strong, authoritarian personality needed to make 
it blossom out. For a time the assistant buyer. Madame Frdd^ric. 
seemed not to enter into the plot: but it must have been an oversight, 
for as soon as she realized the difficulties she might get into because 
of her good manners, she turned out to be just as unkind. Then 
Denise was completely forsaken, they were all dead against ‘Tousle- 
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head,’ who lived in a perpetual state of war, and in spite of all her 
courage it was only with difficulty that she succeeded in keeping her 
place in the department. 

Nowadays this was her life: she had to smile, put on a gallant, 
affable manner, and be clad in a silk dress which did not even belong 
to her; and ill-fed and ill-treated as she was, she suffered agonies of 
fatigue, in continual fear of being brutally dismissed. Her room was 
her only sanctuary, the sole place where she would still give way to 
tears when she had suffered too much during the day. But when the 
zinc roof became covered with December snow it made the room 
terribly cold; she had to curl up in bed, put all her clothes on top of 
her, and cry under the blanket so as not to get her face chapped from 
the frost. Mouret no longer even spoke to her. When during working 
hours she caught sight of Bourdoncle’s stern gaze she would begin 
to tremble, for she sensed in him a natural enemy, who would never 
forgive her the slightest lapse. In the midst of this universal hostility, 
she was surprised by the strange benevolence of Inspector Jouve; 
if he found her on her own he would smile to her, try to say some- 
thing agreeable; twice he had saved her from being reprimanded, al- 
though she showed him no gratitude for having done so, for she felt 
more perturbed than touched by his protection. 

One evening, after dinner, when the girls were tidying the cup- 
boards, Joseph came to tell Denise that a young man was asking for 
her downstairs. Very apprehensive, Denise went down. 

‘Why!’ said Clara, ‘so Tousle-head has a lover, has she?* 

‘He must be in a bad way. . . .’ said Marguerite. 

Downstairs in the doorway Denise found her brother Jean. She 
had absolutely forbidden him to call at the shop like that, as It 
created a very bad impression. But he seemed so beside himself that 
she did not dare scold him, he had no cap and was panting from hav- 
ing run there from the Faubourg du Temple. 

‘Have you got ten francs?’ he blurted out. ‘Give me ten francs or 
I’m a lost man.’ 

The big scallv^vag looked so funny, with his handsome, girl’s face 
and his blond hair flying in the wind, rapping out this melodramatic 
phrase, that if his request for money had not caused her such 
agonies, she would have smiled. 

‘What do you mean, ten francs?* she murmured. ‘What on earth’s 
the matter?’ 

He blushed and explained that he had met a friend’s sister. Denise, 
to whom he had communicated his embarrassment, silenced him — 
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she did not need to know more. Twice before he had already come 
running to her for similar loans; but the first time it had only been 
a question of one franc twenty-five centimes^ and the second time one 
franc fifty. He was always getting involved with women. 

T can’t give you ten francs,' she went on. ‘I haven't paid for P6p6 
this month yet, and I’ve only just got enough money. There’ll be 
scarcely enough left over for me to buy myself some boots, which I 
need very badly. . . . Really, Jean, you aren’t a bit reasonable. It’s 
too bad.’ 

‘Then, I’m lost,’ he repeated, with a tragic gesture. ‘Listen, sis: 
she’s tall and dark, we went to a caf6 with her brother, and I had no 
idea that the drinks. . . .’ 

She had to interrupt him again, and as the tears were filling her 
beloved scatter-brain’s eyes, she took a ten franc coin out of her 
purse and slipped it into his hand. Immediately he began to 
laugh. 

‘I knew you would. . . . But, word of honour! From now on. I'll 
never ask again! I’d have to be a proper scoundrel to do that.’ 

He went on his way once more, after having kissed her violently 
on the cheek. Inside the shop, employees were watching with sur- 
prise. 

That night, Denise slept badly. Since she had started work at the 
Bonheur dcs Dames, money had been a bitter worry to her. She was 
still there au pair, with no regular salary; and as the girls in the de- 
partment prevented her from selling, she could only just manage to 
pay for P6p6’s board and lodging, thanks to tlie few unimportant 
customers they handed over to her. She suffered dire poverty — 
poverty in a silk dress. Often she had to sit up all night looking after 
her skimpy wardrobe, mending her unden\'ear. darning her night- 
dresses which were in ribbons, not to mention her shoes which she 
had latched just as skilfully as a cobbler would have done. She risked 
washing things in her basin. But her old woollen dress worried her 
above all, for she had no other, and was forced to put it on again 
wch evening when she took off the uniform silk dress, and that wore 
Jt out terribly; a spot on it put her in a fever, the slightest tear was a 
catastrophe. And she had nothing for herself, not a penny with which 
to buy the trifles which a woman needs: she had had to wait a fort- 
night before she could renew her stock of needles and thread. And so 
It was a disaster when Jean suddenly turned up with his stories of 
love affairs and wrecked her budget. Every franc he took made a great 
gap m it. As to finding ten francs the next day, there was not the 
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slightest hope that she would do so. Until daybreak she had night- 
mares of being thrown into the street, while she lifted up the 
paving stones with her bruised fingers to see if there was any money 
underneath. 

And it so happened that on the next day she had to smile, to play 
the part of a smart well-dressed girl. Some regular customers came 
to the department, and Madame Aur61ie called her several times and 
made her put on coats in order to show the new styles. And while she 
was posing in the way prescribed by fashion plates, she was thinking 
about the forty francs for Pep6’s board and lodging which she had 
promised to pay that evening. She could very well do without the 
boots that month; but, even if she added those four francs, saved 
up centime by centime, to the thirty francs she had left, that would 
only make thirty-four francs; and where could she get six francs 
from to complete the sum? Her heart was in agonies of distress at the 
very thought. 

‘You’ll notice that the shoulders are loose,’ Madame Aur^lie was 
saying. ‘It's very smart, and also very comfortable. . . . Mademoiselle 
can cross her arms.’ 

‘Oh yes, certainly!’ Denise was repeating, keeping up a pleasant 
manner. ‘One doesn't know one has it on. . . . Madame will be very 
pleased with it.’ 

She was now reproaching herself for having gone to fetch P6p6 from 
Madame Gras's one Sunday in order to take him for a walk in the 
Champs-Elys6es. The poor little thing went out with her so rarely! 
But it had meant buying him some gingerbread and a spade, and 
then taking him to see Punch and Judy; and in no time she had spent 
one franc forty-five. Really, Jean did not give the little boy a thought 
when he was up to his tricks. And in the end she had to bear the 
brunt of it all. 

‘Of course, if Madame does not care for it. . . .’ the buyer was 
saying. ‘Here, Mademoiselle! Put on the cloak, so that Madame can 
judge!’ 

Denise was walking along taking mincing steps with the cloak on 
her shoulders, saying as she did so: 

‘This one has more warmth in it. . . . It’s the latest fashion.’ 

Beneath her professional good nature, she was thus racking her 
brains, trying to think where she could get some money. The other 
girls, who were rushed off their feet, let her make a big sale; but it 
was Tuesday, there were four days to wait before she would get her 
week’s pay. After dinner she resolved to put off her visit to Madame 
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Gras till next day. She would make an excuse, say that she had been 
retained; and, by that time, she might perhaps have got the six 
francs. 

As Denise avoided spending anything at ail, she went to bed early. 
What could she do in the streets, without any money, shy as she was, 
and still worried by the great city, where she was only familiar with 
the streets neighbouring on the shop? After having ventured as far 
as the Palais-Royal to get some air. she would go back quickly, shut 
herself in her room, and set about sewing or washing clothes. Along 
the whole length of the corridor off which the rooms led there was 
barrack-like promiscuity; there were girls who were often none too 
fastidious, gossiping over slop-pails and dirty linen, acerbity being 
worked off in continuous bickerings and reconciliations. Moreover, 
the girls were forbidden to go upstairs during the daytime; they did 
not live there, they just spent the night there, going back in the even- 
ing only at the last minute, and escaping from there in the morning 
still only half awake after a rapid wash; and the draught which cease- 
lessly swept through the corridor, the fatigue of thirteen hours’ work 
which made them throw themselves panting on their beds, made the 
attics seem more like an inn through which there passed a stampede 
of exhausted, peevish travellers. Denise had no friend. Of alt the 
girls only one, Pauline Cugnot. showed her any kindness; and in any 
case, as the mantle and lingerie departments, which were next door to 
each other, were in open warfare, so far the two sales-girls' nascent 
friendship had had to be limited to occasional words exchanged on 
the run. Pauline did occupy the room on the right of Denise’s; but 
as she used to disappear at the end of the meal and not come back 
before eleven, the latter only heard her going to bed. but never met 
her outside working hours. 

On that particular night, Denise had resigned herself to playing 
cobbler again. She was holding her shoes, examining them, seeing 
how she could make them last out until the end of the month. Finally, 
she had made up her mind to sew the soles on again with a strong 
needle, as they were threatening to leave the uppers. In the mean- 
time, a collar and some cuffs were soaking in the basin, full of soapy 
water. 

Every evening she heard the same sounds, girls coming in one by 
one, short whispered conversations, laughter, sometimes quarrels. 
Then the beds would creak and yawns would be heard, and deep 
sleep would descend on the rooms. Her left-hand neighbour talked 
in her sleep, which had frightened her at first. Perhaps others, like 
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her, stayed up in spite of the rule, in order to mend things; but they 
must have taken the same precautions as she did, slowing up her 
movements and avoiding the slightest noise, for nothing but a chil- 
ling silence came from the closed doors. 

Eleven o’clock had already struck ten minutes ago when a sound 
of footsteps made her raise her head. Another girl coming back late! 
And hearing the door next to hers open, she recognized Pauline. Then 
she was dumbfounded: the girl from the lingerie department was 
quietly retracing her footsteps and knocking on her door. 

‘Hurry up. it’s me.’ 

Girls were forbidden to visit each other in their rooms. Therefore 
Denise unlocked the door quietly in case her neighbour was caught 
by Madame Cabin, who kept watch to see that the rules were strictly 
observed. 

‘Was she there?’ she asked, shutting the door again. 

‘Who? Madame Cabin?’ said Pauline. ‘It’s not her I’m afraid 
of. . . . So long as I’ve got a franc to give her!’ 

Then she added: 

‘I’ve wanted a chat with you for a long time. It’s impossible down- 
stairs. . . . And then, you looked so miserable this evening at dinner!’ 

Denise was thanking her, asking her to sit down, touched by her 
good-natured manner. But she was in such confusion as a rwult of 
this unexpected visit that she was still holding the shoe which she 
was sewing together, and Pauline’s eyes fell on it. She shook her 
head, looked around her and caught sight of the collar and cuffs in 
the basin. 

‘You poor thing, I thought as much.’ she went on. ‘Don’t worry! I 
know what it’s like. At the beginning, when I’d just come from Char- 
tres and my old Dad didn’t send me a penny. I washed a good few 
chemises. I can tell you. Yes, yes, my chemises even! I had two of 
them, and you’d always have found one of them soaking.’ 

She had sat down, out of breath from running. Her broad face, 
with small lively eyes and a big, kindly mouth, had a certain charm, 
in spite of the features being coarse. And suddenly, without any 
transition, she told Denise all about herself; how she had spent her 
youth at a mill, how her father had been ruined by a lawsuit and she 
had been sent to Paris with twenty francs in her pocket, to make her 
fortune; then, how she had started as a sales-girl, first in a shop in 
the Batignolles district, then at the Bonheur des Dames, how terrible 
it had been at the beginning, all the injuries and privations she had 
suffered; and finally she told about the life she was leading at the 
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moment, how she earned two hundred francs a month, what her 
pleasures were, how she let her days pass, heedless of the morrow. 
On her dark blue cloth dress, nipp^ in stylishly at the waist, there 
shone some jewellery — a brooch, a watch-chain; beneath her velvet 
toque, adorned with a big grey feather, she was all smiles. 

Denise, shoe in hand, had become very red in the face. She was 
trying to blurt out an explanation. 

‘Don’t worry. I’ve been through it too . . .!’ Pauline kept on re- 
peating. ‘Look, I’m older than you. I’m twenty-six, though I don’t 
look it. . . . Tell me all about your little troubles.’ 

In the face of this friendliness so candidly proffered, Denise gave 
in. In her petticoat and with an old shawl tied round her shoulders 
she sat down beside Pauline who was all dressed up, and they started 
to have a good heart-to-heart talk. It was freezing in the room, the 
cold seemed to seep into it through the attic walls, bare as a prison: 
but the girls did not notice that their fingers were numbed, they were 
absorbed in their confidences. Little by little, Denise opened up to 
her, talked about Jean and P6p6. said how much the question of 
money tormented her; and from that they both went on to attack 
the girls in the mantle department. Pauline was relieving her feel- 
ings. 

‘Oh! What beastly cats they are! If only they behaved in a decent, 
friendly way you could make over a hundred francs for yourself.’ 

‘Everyone has a grudge against me, and I don’t know why.’ Denise 
was saying, overcome with tears. ‘For instance. Monsieur Bourd- 
oncle is always on the look-out to catch me doing something wrong, 
as if I got on his nerves. There’s no one but old Jouve. . . .’ 

The other interrupted her. 

‘What, that old ass, the shopwalker? Oh! don’t you trust him, my 
dear. . . . You want to be careful of men with big noses like that, you 
know! It’s all very well for him to show off his medal like that, there’s 
a story about him that’s supposed to have happened in our depart- 
ment. in the lingerie. . . . But what a child you are to take it all to 
heart like that! How awful it is to be so sensitive! To be sure, what’s 

happening to you happens to everyone: You're just being given a bit 
of a welcome!’ 

She seized her hands and kissed her, carried away by her kind 

eart. The money question, however, was more serious. Certainly the 
^or girl could not support her two brothers, pay for the little one’s 

oard and lodging and buy treats for the big one’s mistresses, out of 
a ew uncertain francs which the other girls did not want; for it was 
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to be feared that she would not be given a salary before business re- 
vived in March. 

‘Listen, you can’t go on like that much longer. . . .* said Pauline. 
‘If I was you I’d. . . .* 

But a noise coming from the corridor silenced her. Perhaps it was 
Marguerite, who was suspected of walking about in her night-dress in 
order to spy on the others and see if they were sleeping. Pauline, who 
was still clasping her friend’s hands, looked at her for a moment in 
silence, straining her ears. Then she began again in a very low voice, 
with an air of gentle conviction. 

‘If I was in your place I’d get someone.* 

‘What do you mean, get someone?* murmured Denise, without at 
first understanding. 

When she did understand, she took her hands away, quite stupefied. 
This advice embarrassed her, for it was an idea which had never 
occurred to her, and she could see no advantage in it. 

‘Oh, no!’ she replied simply. 

‘Well then,’ Pauline continued, ‘you’ll never be able to manage, 
you mark my words! The figures speak for themselves — forty francs 
for the little one, five francs or so every now and then for the big 
boy; and then you, you really can’t always go about like a beggar, 
with shoes that the girls make jokes about; yes, really, your shoes do 
you harm. It would really be much better to take someone.’ 

‘No,’ Denise repeated. 

‘Well, you really are silly, you know. . . . One has to do it, my 
dear, and it’s so natural! We’ve all been through it. Now take me — ^I 
was an pair like you. Didn’t have a cent. Of course, one is lodged 
and fed, but then one has to have clothes, and then it’s impossible to 
be without a penny, shut up in your room counting the flies on the 
window. So really, one has to let oneself go in the end. . . .’ 

She spoke of her first lover, a solicitor’s clerk whom she had met 
during an outing at Meudon. After him, she had taken up with a post 
office employee. And now, since autumn, she had been keeping com- 
pany with a salesman employed at the Bon March6, a very nice young 
chap, at whose place she spent all her free time. She never had more 
than one lover at a time, what is more. She was a decent girl, and 
would become indignant at the mention of the sort of girls who gave 
themselves to the first person they met. 

‘It isn’t as if I’m telling you to misbehave yourself, after all,’ she 
went on sharply. ‘For example, I wouldn’t like to be seen in the com- 
pany of that Clara of yours, for fear people might accuse me of 
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carrying on like she does. But when one lives with someone quietly, 
and has nothing with which to reproach oneself. . . . Does that really 
seem wicked to you. then?’ 

‘No,’ replied Denise. ‘It just isn’t my line, that’s all.’ 

There was a fresh silence. They were smiling at each other, both 
moved by this whispered conversation in the icy little room. 

‘And then, one would have to like someone first,’ she went on. her 
cheeks pink. 

Pauline was surprised, then in the end she laughed and kissed 
Denise once more, saying: ‘But dearie, people meet and take to each 
other! Aren’t you funny? No one’s going to force you. . . . Look, 
would you like Baug6 to take us somewhere in the country on Sun- 
day? He’d bring one of his friends.’ 

‘No,’ Denise repeated, gently obstinate. 

At that Pauline did not insist any further. Every girl was free to 
do as she wished. She had said what she had said from kindness of 
heart, for it made her really sad to see a friend in such difiiculties. 
And, as it was almost midnight, she stood up to leave. But before do- 
ing so she forced Denise to accept the six francs which she needed, 
begging her not to worry about it, and only to pay them back when 
she should be earning more. 

‘Now,’ she added, ‘put out your candle, so they can’t see which 
door is opening. . . . You can light it again afterwards.* 

When the candle was out they shook hands once more; and Paul- 
ine slipped out quietly and went back to her room leaving no sound 
but the swish of her skirt behind her in the silence, as the other little 
rooms slept, overwhelmed with fatigue. 

Before going to bed, Denise wanted to finish sewing up her shoe 
and do her washing. As the night wore on, the cold was becoming 
more acute. But she did not feel it, the conversation she had just had 
had stirred up her blood. She was not at all shocked, she felt that 
people were quite at liberty to arrange their lives as they thought best 
when they were alone in the world, and free. She had never been a 
slave to ideas, it was simply her common sense and healthy nature 
which made her Uve the clean life which she lead. In the end, towards 
one o’clock she went to bed. No, there was no one whom she loved, 
so what was the good of upsetting her life, spoiling the maternal de- 
votion she had dedicated to her two brothers? And yet she did not 
fall asleep, warm shivers were running over the nape of her neck, 
insomnia was making indistinct forms pass before her closed eyes, 
forms which vanished in the night. 
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From then on. Denise took an interest in the love affairs in her 
department. Except during heavy rush hours, the girls there thought 
about men all the time. Gossip would go the rounds, stories of in- 
trigues would amuse the girls for a whole week on end. Clara was a 
scandal, for she was kept by three men, so it was said, not to mention 
the queue of casual lovers which she trailed behind her; she only 
stayed on at the shop, where she worked as little as possible for she 
was contemptuous of money which she could earn more agreeably 
elsewhere, in order to cover herself in the eyes of her family; for she 
lived in perp)etual terror of old Monsieur Prunaire, who used to 
threaten to turn up in Paris and give her a good beating with a clog. 
Marguerite, on the contrary, behaved well, she was not known to 
have a lover; this caused some surprise, for everyone knew about 
the scrape she had got into, how she had come to Paris in order to 
hush up her confinement; how had she managed to have her child if 
she was so chaste? Some said it was just a fluke, adding that she now 
was keeping herself for her cousin in Grenoble. The girls also made 
fun of Madame Frt^d^ric, crediting her with discreet relationships 
with important people; the truth was that they knew nothing about 
her love alfairs; she would disappear in the evening with the sullen- 
nes.s of a widow, looking as if she was in a hurry, but no one knew 
where she was rushing. As to Madame Aur^lie’s passions, the crav- 
ings she was alleged to have for docile young men were certainly an 
invention: discontented sales-girls made up stories like that for a 
laugh. Perhaps, in the past, the chief buyer had had too maternal a 
feeling for one of her son’s friends, but nowadays, in the mantle de- 
partment she was a woman with a responsible position, no longer in- 
terested in such childlike things. In the evening, when the girls flocked 
out in a stampede, nine out of ten of them had lovers waiting at the 
door; in the Place Gaillon, all along the Rue de la Michodi^re and 
the Rue Neuve-Saint-Auguslin. there were groups of motionless men 
on sentry-guard, watching out of the corner of their eyes; and, when 
the procession began, each one would hold out his arm and lead hi^ 
girl away, and tliey would go off, chatting as they went, with truly 
marital equanimity. 

But it was the discovery of Colomban’s secret that disquieted 
Denise most of all. She could see him at all hours on the other side 
of the road, on the threshold of the Vieil Elbeuf, always gazing up- 
wards with his eyes fixed on the girls in the mantle department. When 
he felt that she was watching him he would blush and turn his head 
away, as if he feared that the girl would betray him to her cousin 
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Genevieve, although the Baudus and their niece had had nothing to 
do with each other since the latter joined the Bonheur des Dames. 
She had thought at first that, judging from his bashful air of a des- 
pairing lover, he was in love with Marguerite, who behaved well and 
lived in the shop and was not an easy prey. Then when she found out 
for certain that the shop-assistant’s passionate glances were addressed 
to Clara, she was flabbergasted. He had been standing there on the 
pavement opposite like that for months, aflame with passion, with- 
out plucking up courage to make an avowal— and all that for a 
loose girl, living in the Rue Louis-le-Grand. whom he could have 
accosted any evening before she went off, always on the arm of a 
different man! Clara herself did not appear to be aware of the con- 
quest she had made. Denise’s discovery filled her with a painful 
emotion. Was love really as silly as that? Why! This lad, who had 
real happiness within easy reach, was spoiling his life, worshipping a 
street woman as if she was a saint! And from that day on. every time 
she caught sight of Genevieve’s pale, sickly profile behind the green- 
ish windows of the Vieil Elbeuf, her heart ached. 

Denise would day-dream in the evenings as she w-atched the girls 
going off with their lovers. Those who did not sleep at the Bonheur 
des Dames would disappear until tlie next day. and when they re- 
turned to their departments they would bring with them clinging to 
their skirts the smell of the outside world, all the disquieting un- 
known. And sometimes the girl would give an answering smile to the 
friendly nod with which she was greeted by Pauline, for whom Baug6 
always waited regularly from half past eight onwards, standing at 
the corner by the Gaillon fountain. Denise was usually the last to 
leave, and when she had had a surreptitious walk around, always 
alone, she would be the first to come in again; then she would either 
work or go to bed, her head in a dream, full of curiosity about 
Parisian life of which she knew nothing. She did not. indeed, envy 
the other girls, she was happy in her solitude, in her unsociable life 
in which she shut herself away as if in a sanctuary; but she would 
sometimes be carried away by her imagination, she tried to guess at 
things, conjuring up pictures of the pleasures which were always 
being described in lier presence — caKs, restaurants, Sundays spent 
on the water and in pleasure-gardens. And after all this she was left 
spiritually worn out, filled with desire mingled with lassitude; she 
would feel as if she was already satiated with these amusements, 
which she had never tasted. 

However, there was not much time for dangerous day-dreams in 
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her hard-worked existence. In the shop, worn out as they were by 
thirteen hours’ work, no one thought about love between salesmen 
and saleswomen at all. If the continuous battle for money had not 
already wiped out the difference between the sexes, the everlasting 
scrimmage, which kept their minds busy and made their backs ache, 
would have been sufficient to kill all desire. In spite of the rivalries 
and friendships between men and women, the everlasting jostling be- 
tween department and department, only a few rare love ^airs were 
known to have taken place. All those who worked there had become 
nothing but cogs, caught up by the impetus of the machine, surren- 
dering their personalities, merely adding their strength to the mighty 
common whole of the phalanstery. It was only outside that private 
lives began again, with tlie sudden flare-up of re-awakening passions. 

Nevertheless, one day Denise did see Albert Lhomme, the buyer’s 
son, walking through the department several times with an air of in- 
difference, and then slipping a note into the hand of a girl in the 
lingerie department. The winter off-season, lasting from December 
to February, was approaching; and there were slack times, hours she 
spent standing and looking far away at the other end of the shop, 
waiting for customers. The sales-girls in the mantle department were 
on friendly terms above all with the salesmen in the neighbouring lace 
department, although their enforced intimacy never went beyond 
jokes exchanged in low voices. The assistant buyer in the lace depart- 
ment was a bit of a wag, who used to pester Clara with salacious con- 
fidences just for a laugh, although he was really so little interested in 
her that he did not even try to meet her again outside. This was the 
kind of relationship which existed between departments, between 
men and girls; there were understanding glances, words which they 
alone understood, sometimes conversations on the sly. with backs 
half-turned and pensive airs in order to put the terrifying Bourdoncle 
off the scent. As to Delochc, for a long time he contented himself 
with smiling at Denise; then, plucking up his courage, he murmured 
a word of friendship to her when he bumped into her. On the day 
when she caught sight of Madame Aurelie’s son giving a note to the 
girl from the lingerie department. Deloche. feeling a need to take an 
interest in her, and not being able to think of anything to say, was 
just asking her if she had had a good lunch. He, too, saw the white 
smudge of the letter; he looked at the girl, and they both blushed at 
this intrigue brought to a head in front of them. 

But. in the midst of these warm breezes which were gradually 
awakening the woman in her. Denise still kept her childlike tranquil- 
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lity. Only when she met Hutin did her heart beat faster. And that, in 
her eyes, was merely gratitude, she thought that she was just touched 
by the young man’s politeness. He could not bring a customer to the 
department without her becoming flustered. Several times, coming 
back from a cash-desk, she found herself going a roundabout way, 
going through the silk department quite unnecessarily, with a lump 
in her throat from emotion. One afternoon she found Mouret there, 
and he seemed to watch her go with a smile. He no longer took any 
notice of her, and only said a word to her from time to time in order 
to give her advice about the way she dressed herself and to chaff her 
for being a tomboy, an untamed creature with something boyish 
about her, whom he would never be able to make into a girl with 
style, in spite of his experience as a Don Juan; he would even laugh 
about it, he condescended to tease her. without admitting to himself 
how much this little sales-girl, whose hair looked so funny, disquieted 
him. Faced with his silent smile, Denise trembled as if she had done 
something wrong. Did he know then why she was going through the 
silk department, when she herself could not have explained what 
made her go out of her way like that? 

Hutin, however, did not appear to notice the girl’s grateful glances 
at all. The shop girls were not his type, he pretended to despise them, 
at the same lime boasting more than ever about the extraordinary 
adventures he had with customers: at his counter a baroness had been 
smitten with love at first sight for him, and an architect’s wife had 
fallen into his arms one day when he had gone to her house about an 
error in yardage. This Norman bragging merely covered up the fact 
that he picked up girls in bars and music-halls. Like all the young 
gentlemen in the drapery business, he had a mania for spending, and 
would go through the whole week in his department struggling with 
the avidity of a miser with the sole desire of throwing his money to 
the winds, on racecourses, in restaurants and at dances on Sunday; 
he never saved anything, never put anything by, his earnings were 
squandered as soon as he received them, he was absolutely heedless 
of the morrow. Favier did not join these parlies. He and Hutin who 
were so intimate in the shop, would say good-bye to each other at 
the door and not exchange another word; many of the salesmen, in 
continual contact with each other, would become strangers like that 
as soon as they set fool in the street, knowing nothing of each other’s 
lives. Hutin’s crony was Li6nard. They both lived in the same hotel, 
the H6tel de Smyrne in the Rue Saintc-Anne, a gloomy house inhabi- 
ted entirely by shop-assistants. In the morning they came to work 
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together; then, in the evening, the first to finish tidying up his counter 
would go and wait for the other at the Caf6 Saint-Roch in the Rue 
Saint-Roch, a little cafe in which the shop-assistants from the Bon- 
heur des Dames usually congregated, and where they brawled and 
drank, playing cards in the pipe smoke. Often they would stay on 
there till almost one o’clock, when the exhausted owner of the 
establishment would throw them out. Moreover, for about a month 
now they had been spending three evenings a week in the depths of a 
low music-hall in Montmartre; they used to take their friends there, 
and were making a reputation for Mademoiselle Laure, the hefty 
songstress who performed there and who was Hutin’s latest conquest; 
they encouraged her gifts with such violent bangings of their canes 
and with such a din that the police had already had to intervene on 
two occasions. 

Thus the winter passed, and at last Denise obtained a fixed salary 
of three hundred francs. It was high time; her heavy shoes were fal- 
ling to pieces. In the last month she even avoided going out so as not 
to finish them off at one go. 

‘My goodness. Mademoiselle, you do make a noise with your 
shoes!’ Madame Aurdlie frequently repeated in an irritated way. Tt’s 
unbearable. . . . What have you got on your feet?’ 

The day when Denise came down w-earing light fabric boots for 
which she had paid five francs. Marguerite and Clara voiced their 
astonishment under their breath, but loud enough to be heard: 

‘Why! Tousle-head has left off her clogs!’ said one of them. 

‘Ah! Well.’ said the other, ‘it must have been a wrench — They'd 
belonged to her mother.’ 

There was, what is more, a general uprising against Denise. The 
department had finally discovered her friendship w'ith Pauline, and 
considered her liking for a sales-girl of an enemy department as de- 
fiance. The girls talked of treason, accusing her of going next door 
and repeating whatever they said. The war between the mantle and 
lingerie departments acquired a fresh violence as a result, never had 
it raged with such force; the words exchanged were as hard as bullets, 
and one evening someone even slapped someone else’s face, behind 
some boxes of chemises. Perhaps this long-standing quarrel had orig- 
inated because the girls in the lingerie department wore woollen 
dresses, whereas the ready-made clothes department girls were clad 
in silk; in any case, the lingerie girls w'ould put on the shocked ex- 
pressions of decent girls when speaking of their neighbours; and the 
facts proved them right, the silk seemed to have a noticeable influence 
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on the mantle department girls’ licentiousness. Clara was treated with 
contempt because of her flock of lovers, even Marguerite was twitted 
about her child, while Madame Fr6d6ric was accused of hidden pas- 
sions. And all on account of Denise! 

‘Mesdemoiselles, control yourselves, no ugly words, please!’ 
Madame Aur61ie would say gravely, in the midst of the angry pas- 
sions unleashed in her little world. ‘Show them who you are!’ 

She preferred to keep aloof. As she confessed one day. in reply to 
a question from Mouret, none of the girls were worth much, there 
was nothing to choose between them. But she suddenly began to take 
a passionate interest when she learned from Bourdoncle’s own mouth 
that he had just found her son kissing a girl from the lingerie depart- 
ment in the depths of the basement — the sales-girl to whom the 
young man had been passing letters. It was outrageous, and she 
accused the girl from the lingerie point blank of having made Albert 
fall into a trap; yes. a plot had been hatched against her; after mak- 
ing certain that her department was above reproach, people were try- 
ing to disgrace her by ruining a mere child with no experience. She 
only made such a fuss in order to confuse the issue, for she had no 
illusions about her son, she knew him to be capable of anything. At 
one time the affair looked as if it might become serious, for Mignot, 
the glover, became involved; he was Albert’s friend, and when the 
latter sent his mistresses to him, hallcss girls who spent hours ran- 
sacking the cardboard boxes, he would give them preferential treat- 
ment; there was, moreover, a story about some suede gloves given 
to the girl in the lingerie department, in which no one had the last 
word. In the end the scandal was hushed up out of consideration for 
the buyer in the mantle department, whom even Mouret treated with 
respect, A week later Bourdonclc simply found some pretext for dis- 
missing the sales-girl guilty of having allowed herself to be kissed. 
The management might turn a blind eye to the terrible dissipation 
which went on outside, but it would not tolerate the slightest bawdi- 
ness inside the shop. 

It was Denise who suffered from the incident. Madame Aur<51ie, 
fully informed about it though she was, harboured a secret grudge 
against her; she had seen her laughing with Pauline, she suspected 
insolence, gossip about her son’s love affairs. And so she made the girl 
even more isolated in the department than she had been before. For 
some time she had been planning to take the girls to spend a Sunday 
at Rignolles. near Rambouillct, where she had bought a property 
out of the first hundred thousand francs she had saved; and suddenly 
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she made up her mind to do so, it would be a way of punishing Denise» 
of openly cold shouldering her. Everyone except the latter was invited. 
A fortnight beforehand, the department talked of nothing but this 
excursion; the girls would look at the sky, warm with May sunshine, 
and were already planning how they would spend every moment of 
the day, and looking forv'ard to all manner of pleasures, such as 
donkeys, milk and brown bread. And there would only be women, 
which made it even more amusing! Madame Aur^lie usually killed 
time on her days off like that, by going for walks with other ladies; 
for she was so unused to being at home with her family, and felt so 
ill at ease, so out of place on the rare evenings when she could dine 
at home with her husband and son, that she preferred, even on those 
evenings, to abandon her family and go and dine in a restaurant. 
Lhomme would go his own way too. delighted to pick up his bach- 
elor existence again, and Albert, relieved, would go off whoremong- 
ering; they were so unaccustomed to being at home, and got so mudi 
on each other’s nerves and bored each other on Sundays, that all three 
of them did no more than pass through their flat, as if it was a pub- 
lic hotel w'here one spends the night. So far as the trip to Rambouil- 
let was concerned. Madame Aur^lie simply declared that propriety 
forbade Albert taking part in it, and that it would be tactful of his 
father if he refused to come — an announcement which delighted both 
men. Meanwhile, the happy day was approaching, the girls were for 
ever discussing it, talking about clothes they were preparing, as if 
they were setting out on a six months’ journey: while Denise, pale 
and silent at being left out, had to listen to them. 

‘Don’t they make you mad, eh?’ Pauline said to her one morning. 
Td have my own back on them, if I was you! they’re having a good 
time, I’d have a good time too, honest I would. . .! Come with us on 
Sunday, Baug^ is taking me to Joinville.’ 

‘No, thank you.’ the girl replied, with calm obstinacy. 

‘But why? Are you still afraid someone will take you by force?’ 

And Pauline had a good laugh. Denise smiled in her turn. She 
knew quite well how things happened: it was on a party of that sort 
that ail the girls had met their first lovers, friends brought along as 
if by chance; and she did not want that. 

‘Look,’ Pauline went on, ‘I swear to you that Baug6 won’t bring 
anyone with him. There’ll be just the three of us. . . . I’m certainly 
not going to marry you off if you don’t like the idea.’ 

Denise was hesitating, tortured by such desire that her cheeks were 
flushing. Since her companions had started showing off about the 
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country pleasures they were going to have» she had been feeling 
stifled, overwhelmed with a longing for the open sky, dreaming of tall 
grasses which would reach to her shoulders, of giant trees the sha- 
dows of which would flow over her like fresh water. Her childhood, 
spent in the lush greenery of the Cotentin, was reawakening with a 
yearning for sunshine. 

‘Yes, all right,’ she said finally. 

Everything was arranged. Baug6 was to come and fetch the girls 
at eight o’clock in the Place Gaillon; from there, they would go by 
cab to the station at Vincennes. Denise, whose salary of twenty-five 
francs was swallowed up each month by the children, had only been 
able to freshen up her old black woollen dress by trimming it with 
a checked poplin binding; and she had made herself a bonnet-shaped 
hat, covered with silk and trimmed with a blue ribbon. Thus simply 
dressed, she looked very young, like a little girl who had grown too 
quickly; she had the neatness of the poor, and was a little ashamed 
and embarrassed by the over-flowing profusion of her hair, bursting 
out from under her hat. Pauline, on the contrary, was sporting a silk 
spring dress with violet and white stripes, a matching toque laden 
with feathers, and was wearing jewellery round her neck and on her 
hands with all the flashiness of a prosperous shop-girl. It was as if she 
was getting her own back for the week by wearing silk on Sundays, 
although she was condemned to wearing wool in her department, 
whereas Denise, who spent Monday to Saturday in her silk uniform, 
put on her shabby, threadbare woollen dress again on Sundays. 

‘There’s Baug6,’ said Pauline, pointing out a tall youth standing 
near the fountain. 

She introduced her lover, and Denise immediately felt at ease, for 
he was so obviously a decent sort. Baug6, enormous, with the slow 
strength of an ox at the plough, had a long. Flemish face, in which 
his vacant eyes laughed with childish puerility. Born in Dunkerque, 
the younger son of a grocer, he had come to Paris after being virtu- 
ally turned out by his father and brother, who considered him exces- 
sively stupid. Nevertheless, at the Bon March6 he was earning three 
thousand five hundred francs. He was stupid, but very clever about 
linens. Women found him agreeable. 

‘What about the cab?’ asked Pauline. 

They had to walk as far as the boulevard. There was already 
warmth in the sunshine, the lovely May morning was smiling on the 
paving-stones of the streets; and there was not a cloud in the sky, 
the blue air, as transparent as crystal, was full of gaiety. Denise’s lips 
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were half-open with an involuntary smile; she was breathing deeply, 
she felt that her chest was emerging from six months’ suffocation. At 
last she no longer felt the stuffiness, the heavy stones of the Bonheur 
des Dames on top of her! So she really had a whole day in the open 
country before her! It was like new health, infinite joy into which 
she was entering with the fresh sensations of a child. In the cab, how- 
ever, she looked away, embarrassed, when Pauline planted a large 
kiss on her lover’s lips. 

‘Why I ’ she said, her head still turned towards the window. ‘There’s 
Monsieur Lhomme, over there. . . . How he’s walking!’ 

‘He’s got his French horn with him,’ added Pauline, who had 
leaned across. ‘He really is a bit cracked! It almost looks as if he’s 
dashing to meet someone.’ 

Lhomme, his instrument case under his arm, was indeed rushing 
along by the Gymnasium, his nose in the air, laughing to himself with 
pleasure at the idea of the treat which he was anticipating. He was 
going to spend the day at the home of a friend, a flautist in one of the 
small theatres, where amateurs played chamber music from break- 
fast time onwards on Sundays. 

‘At eight o’clock! What an enthusiast he is!’ Pauline went on. 
‘And you know, Madame Aurelie and all her set must have taken the 
six twenty-five train to Rambouillet. ... You can bet husband and 
wife won’t meet.’ 

The two girls talked about the trip to Rambouillet. They did not 
hope it would rain on the others, because then they would get it in 
the neck too; but if a cloud could break through there without the 
splashes coming as far as Joinville, it would be rather fun, all the 
same. Then they pitched in to Clara, a bungler who didn’t know how 
to spend the money of the men who kept her; didn’t she used to buy 
three pairs of boots at a time, boots which she threw away the next 
day after having cut them with scissors because her feet were covered 
with swellings? In any case, the girls in the drapery business had no 
more sense than the men: they squandered everything, never saved 
a i^enny. two and three hundred francs a montli went on frills and 
furbelows and on sweets. 

‘But he only has one arm!’ said Baug6 suddenly. ‘How does he 
play the horn?’ 

He had not taken his eyes off Lhomme. Then Pauline, who some- 
times took advantage of his innocence, told him that the oishier sup- 
ported the instrument against the wall; and he quite believed her, 
thinking it a very ingenious idea. And then when she, filled with re- 
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morse, explained to him how Lhomme adapted a system of pincers 
to his stump which he then used like a hand, he tossed his head, 
seized with suspicion, declaring that they couldn’t make him swallow 
that. 

‘You’re too silly!’ she said laughing. ‘Never mind, I love you all 
the same.’ 

The cab bowled along, they arrived at Vincennes station just in 
time for a train. It was Baug6 who paid, but Denise had declared that 
she intended to pay her share of the expenses; they would settle up 
in the evening. They got into the second-class, all the carriages were 
buzzing with gaiety. At Nogent a wedding party left the train amid 
laughter. Finally, they got out at Joinville. and went to the island 
straight away to order lunch; and there they stayed, on the bank be- 
neath the tall poplars which border the Marne. It was cold in the 
shade, a sharp breeze was blowing in the sunshine, intensifying in the 
distance, on the other bank, the limpid purity of the open country, 
with cultivated fields unfolding. Denise was lingering behind Pauline 
and her lover, who were walking with their arms round each other’s 
waists; she had picked a handful of buttercups, and was watching the 
water flow past, happy, although her heart would sink and she hung 
her head when Baug6 leant across to kiss the nape of his sweetheart’s 
neck. Tears came into her eyes. And yet. she was not unhappy. 
What made her choke back her tears like that, and why did the vast 
countryside, where she had looked fonvard to such carefree happi- 
ness, fill her with a vague regret of which she could not have named 
the cause? 

Later, during lunch. Pauline’s rollicking laughter made her head 
swim. The latter, who adored the suburbs with the passion of a 
Bohemian used to living in gas-light and the stuffy air of crowds, had 
wanted to lunch outside in an arbour, in spile of the freshness of the 
wind. She was amused by the sudden gusts which made the table- 
cloth flap, she thought the arbour, still bare of leaves, was fun. with 
its freshly-painted trellis, the lozenges of which were silhouetted on 
the table-cloth. What is more, she was devouring her food with the 
hungry greed of a girl who, being badly fed in the shop, gave herself 
indigestion with the things she liked when she was outside it; it was 
her vice, all her money w ent on that, on cakes, on indigestible things, 
on little dishes sampled freely during her spare lime. As Denise 
seemed to have had enough eggs, fried fish and chicken same, she 
restrained herself and did not dare order strawberries, a fruit which 
was still expensive, for fear of making the bill too big. 
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‘Now what are we going to do?* asked Baug6, when the coffee was 
served. 

Usually, in the afternoon, he and Pauline went back to Paris for 
dinner and would finish their day at the theatre. But, at Denise’s 
wish, they decided that they would stay at Joinville; it would be 
amusing, they would give themselves a surfeit of the country. And all 
the afternoon tliey walked the fields. For a moment they discussed 
the idea of a trip in a boat; then they abandoned it, Baug6 rowed too 
badly. But their dawdling, along paths taken at random, took them 
back along the banks of the Marne all the same; they were watching 
with interest the life of the river, the fleets of skiffs and rowing boats, 
the teams of oarsmen who populated it. The sun was sinking, they 
were going back towards Joinville, when tw'O skiffs going downstream 
and racing each other exchanged a volley of abuse, in which the re- 
peated cries of ‘pub-crawlers’ and ‘counter-jumpers’ predominated. 

‘Why!’ said Pauline, ‘it’s Monsieur HutinI’ 

‘Yes,’ said Baug6, his hand against the sun, ‘I recognize the mahog- 
any skiff. . . . The other skiff must be manned with a team of stu- 
dents.’ 

And he explained the old enmity which often set students and 
commercial employees at loggerheads. On hearing Hutin’s name pro- 
nounced, Denise had stopped walking; and with set eyes she was 
following the slender craft, looking for the young man amidst the 
scullers without being able to pick out anything but the white splash 
of colour made by two women, of whom one, sitting at the tiller, had 
a red hat. The voices were lost in the roar of the river. 

‘Into the water with them, the pub-crawlers!’ 

‘Into the water with them, into tlie water with them, the counter- 
jumpers!’ 

In the evening they went back to the restaurant on the island. But 
it had become too cold outside, they had to eat in one of the two in- 
side rooms, where the dampness of winter was still soaking the table- 
cloths through with the chilliness of w'et washing. From six o’clock 
on there were not enough tables, the hikers were hurrying, trying to 
find a place: and all the time the waiters were bringing chairs and 
benches, putting plates closer together, cramming people in. It was 
stifling now, they had to open the window’s. Outside the daylight was 
fading, a greenish dusk was falling from the poplars, and so quickly 
that the restaurant owner, ill-equipped for such meals, having no 
lamps, had to have a candle put on each table. The noise — laughs, 
calls, the clash of china — was deafening; in the draught from the 
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windows the candles were taking fright and guttering; while moths 
were beating their wings in the air warmed by the smell of food and 
cut through by little icy blasts. 

‘They aren’t half having fun. are they?’ Pauline was saying, deep 
in a fish stew which she declared was wonderful. 

She leant over in order to add; 

‘Haven’t you noticed Monsieur Albert, over there?’ 

It was indeed, the younger Lhomme, surrounded by three dubious- 
looking women, an old lady in a yellow hat with the low appear- 
ance of a procuress, and two girls under age. little girls of about thir- 
teen or fourteen, with swaying hips, and embarrassingly insolent. He. 
already very drunk, was banging his glass on the table and talking 
of thrashing the waiter if he did not bring some liqueurs immediately. 

‘Oh, well!’ Pauline v/ent on, ‘there’s a family for you! The mother 
at Rambouillet, the father in Paris and the son in Joinville. . . . They 
won’t tread on each other’s toes!’ 

Denise, who detested noise, was nevertheless smiling, tasting the 
joy of no longer thinking in the midst of such an uproar. But sud- 
denly, in the neighbouring room, there was a burst of voices which 
drowned all others. There were yells, which must have been followed 
by blows, for pushes and the crash of chairs could be heard, a real 
struggle in which the shouts from the river were recurring; 

‘Into the water with them, the counter-jumpers! ’ 

‘Into the water with them, into the water with them, the pub- 
crawlers!’ 

And, when the inn-keeper’s gruff voice had calmed the battle, 
Hutin suddenly appeared. In a red pullover, a cap back-to-front on 
the back of his head, he had the big girl in while, who had been at 
the tiller, on his arm; she, in order to wear the skiff’s colours, had 
planted a tuft of poppies behind her ear. Clamour and applause 
greeted their entrance; and he was radiant; he threw out his chest as 
he swayed along with a nautical roll, flaunting a bruise on his cheek 
caused by a blow he had received, all puffed up with pride. Behind 
them followed the team. A table was taken by assault, the din be- 
came tremendous. 

‘It seems,’ Baugd explained, after listening to the conversations be- 
hind him, ‘it seems that the students recognized Hulin’s woman, who 
used to live in the neighbourhood, and is now singing in a music- 
hall in Montmartre. And then they came to blows over her. . . . 
They never pay women, those students don’t.’ 

‘In any case,’ said Pauline, with a supercilious air, ‘she’s frightfully 
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ugly, that one is. with her carroty hair. . . . Honestly, I don’t know 
where Monsieur Hulin gets them, but each one’s worse than the last.’ 

Denise had grown pale. She was tilled with an icy cold, as if her 
heart’s blood had been drained away drop by drop. Already, on the 
river bank, at the sight of the swift skiff, she had felt the first shiver; 
and now she could no longer have any doubt, that girl was really with 
Hutin. She had a lump in her throat, her hands were trembling, she 
was no longer eating. 

‘What’s the matter with you?' her friend asked. 

‘Nothing,’ she stammered, ‘it’s rather hot.’ 

But Hulin was at a neighbouring table, and when he caught sight 
of Baug6. v\ honi he knew, he started a conversation in a piercing 
voice in order to go on holding the attention of the room. 

‘I say,’ he shouted, ‘are you still chaste at the Bon Marchd?’ 

‘Not so much as all that,’ the other replied, very red in the face. 

‘Go on with you! They only take virgins, and they’ve got a con- 
fessional permanently allaehed to the shop for salesmen who look 
at them. ... A shop where marriages are arranged. ... No thanks!’ 

There was laughter. Lienard. who was a member of the team, 
added: 

‘It’s not like it is at the Louvre. . . . They’ve got a midwife attached 
to the gown department there. Word of honour!’ 

The gaiety was redoubled. Pauline herself was bursting with laugh- 
ter. so amusing did the idcit of the midw'ife seem to her. But Baugd 
was still vexed by the jokes about his shop’s innocence. Suddenly he 
burst out: 

‘Don’t tell me you're so w ell off at llie Bonheurdes Dames! Kicked 
out for the slightest word, and a boss who looks as if he picks up the 
customers!' 

Hutin was no longer li.siening to him. but was launching into a 
panegyric about the Place Cliehy. He knew a girl there who was so 
respectable that women shopping didn't dare speak to her for fear 
of luiniiliati[ig her. Then he drew his plate closer, and told how' he 
had made a luindrcd and fifteen francs during the w^eek; Oh! it had 
been a marvellous week. Tavicr left behind with fifty-two francs, the 
whole rosier beaten: and one could see that, couldn’t one? He was 
blowing his money, he would not go to bed until he had got rid of the 
whole hundred and fifteen francs. Then, since he was getting tipsy, 
he went for Robincau. that whipper-snapper of an assistant buyer, 
who pretended to keep aloof to such an extent that he did not wish 
to walk with one of his salesmen in the street. 
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‘Shut up,’ said Li^nard, ‘you talk too much, old chap.’ 

The heat had increased, the candles were guttering on to the table- 
cloths stained with wine and through the open windows, when the 
noise made by the diners suddenly subsided, a distant, long drawn 
out voice was audible, the voice of the river and of the tall poplars 
which were falling asleep in the peaceful night. Seeing that Denise, 
dead white, her chin convulsed with the tears she was holding back, 
was not feeling better, Baugd had just asked for the bill; but the 
waiter did not reappear, and Denise liad to go on suffering Hutin’s 
verbal outbursts. Now he was saying that he was smarter than Li6n- 
ard, because Li^nard simply squandered his father’s money, whereas 
he squandered money that he had earned, the fruits of his in- 
telligence. In the end, Baug6 paid the bill, and the two women went 
out. 

‘There’s a girl from the Louvre,’ murmured Pauline in the outer 
room, looking at a tall thin girl who was pulling on her coat. 

‘You don’t know her, you can’t tell,’ said the young man. 

‘Nonsense! Look at the way she drapes herself! Midwife’s depart- 
ment, I’m sure! She ought to be pleased, if she’s heard!’ 

They were outside. Denise gave a sigh of relief. She had thought 
she would die in that suffocating heat, in the middle of all that shout- 
ing; and she still attributed her faintness to the lack of air. Now she 
could breathe. Coolness was descending from the starry sky. As the 
two girls were leaving the restaurant garden, a timid voice murmured 
in the shadows: 

‘Good evening. Mesdemoiselles.’ 

It was Deloche. They had not seen him at the back of the outer 
room, where he had been dining alone, after having come from Paris 
on foot for the sake of the walk. When she recognized his friendly 
voice Denise, who was feeling wretched, automatically yielded to the 
need for support. 

‘Monsieur Deloche, you’re coming back with us.’ she said. ‘Give 
me your arm.’ 

Pauline and Baug6 were already walking ahead. They were sur- 
prised. They had not thought it would happen like that, and with 
that boy, too. However, as they still had an hour before catching the 
train, they went right to the end of the island, walking along the bank 
beneath the tall trees; and from time to lime they turned round mur- 
muring; 

‘Where can they be? Ah! They arc there. . . . It’s funny, all the 
same,* 
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At first Denise and Deloche had remained silent. Slowly the hub- 
bub of the restaurant w’as dying away, was acquiring a musical sweet- 
ness in the depths of the night; and still feverish from that furnace, 
the candles of which were one by one being extinguished behind the 
leaves, they were advancing further into the coldness of the trees. It 
was as if a wall of darkness was facing them, a mass of shadow so 
dense that they could not even distinguish the pale track of the foot- 
path. Yet they were treading softly, and fearlessly. Then their eyes 
became accustomed to the dark, to the left they could see the trunks 
of the poplars. like sombre columns supporting the domes of their 
branches, covered xs itl) stars; while to the right the water in the dark 
had. at times, the gloss of a mirror of pewter. The wind was drop- 
ping. they could hear nothing but the flow of the river. 

*1 am pleased 1 met you.’ Deloche. who was the first to bring him- 
self to speak, stammered out finally. ‘You don’t know what pleasure 
you arc giving me by consenting to take a walk with me.* 


And after a great many embarrassed words, with the darkness 
helping him. he ventured to say that he loved her. He had been want- 
ing to w rile to her about it for a long time; and she would never have 
known it i>criiaps. but for that beautiful, conspiring night, but for the 
water singing and the trees covering them with the curtain of their 
sliade. ^ et. she made no reply, she was still walking, her arm in his, 
with the same air of sulferlng. He was trying to see her face when he 
heard a mulfled sob. 

‘Oil! My Ciod!’ he went on. ‘youTc erving, Mademoiselle, you’re 
crying. . . . Have 1 vexed you?’ ' 

‘No. 11 ( 1 .’ slic murmured. 


She was trying to hold back her tears, but could not do so. During 
dinner alrea.Jy she had llioughl her heart would burst; and now in 
the darkness she let herself go. sobs were choking her at the thought 
that, liad Ikiiin been in Deloehe’s place, speaking to her lovingly 
like liiat. she would liave been jxiwcrlcss to resist. This avowal, w'hich 
she was at I.isi making to herself, filled her with confusion. Shame 
was burning her face as if. beneath those very trees, she had fallen 
into the arms of iliat young man w ho was showing off in public with 
tarts. 


I didn i want to offend you,’ repeated Deloche, who was on the 
verge of tears. 

No. listen, she said in a voice which was still trembling. ‘I’m not 
at all angry w ith you. Only. I beg of you not to talk to me any more 
as you ha\e just done. . . . What you ask is impossible. Oh! You’re 
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a good fellow, 1*11 be glad to be your friend, but nothing more. . . . 
Your friend, you understand!’ 

He was trembling. After taking a few steps in silence, lie blurted 
out: 

‘The long and short of it is, you don’t love me?’ 

And since she was trying not to distress him by brutally saying 
‘No’ outright, he continued in a gentle, heart-broken voice: 

‘In any case, I expected it. . . . I’ve never had any luck, I know 
that I can never be happy. At home they used to beat me. In Paris 
I’ve always been a butt. You see, when one doesn’t know how to 
steal other people’s mistresses, and when one is clumsy enough not 
to make as much money as they do, well, one might as well go off 
and die in some hole or other straight away. . . . Oh! Don’t worry. I 
won’t annoy you any more. And as to loving you, you can't prevent 
me, can you? I’ll love you without expecting anything in return, like 
an animal. . . . That’s how it is, everything goes west, that’s my lot 
in life.* 

In his turn he wept. She comforted him, and as they were pouring 
out their hearts in a friendly way, they learnt that tliey both came 
from the same part of the world, she from Valognes, he from Brique- 
bec, thirteen kilometres away. It was a new link between them. His 
father, a badly-off minor law-court official who was morbidly jealous, 
used to thrash him, saying he was not his child, exasperated by his 
long, pale face, and his flaxen hair which he said, were not in the 
family. From that they went on to talk about the great pastures 
surrounded by quickset hedges, the overgrown paths which dis- 
appeared beneath the elms, the roadways turfed at either side like 
the avenue in a park. Around them the night was growing lighter, 
they could distinguish the rushes by the river, the lace-work of the 
shady trees, black against the flickering stars; and they began to feel 
soothed, they forgot their troubles, drawn together in comradeship 
by their misfortune. 

‘Well?’ Pauline asked Denise brightly, taking her aside when they 
reached the station. 

From her friend’s smile and tone of tender curiosity, the girl un- 
derstood. She became very red as she replied: 

‘Of course not, my dear! I told you that I didn’t want to, didn’t 1? 
He comes from my part of the world. We were talking about Val- 
ognes.’ 

Pauline and Baug6 felt perplexed, their ideas were upset, they no 
longer knew what to believe. Deloche left them in the Place de la 
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Bastille; like all the young men who received no salary, he slept in the 
shop, where he had to be by eleven o’clock. Not wishing to go back 
with him Denise, who had been given a theatre pass, accepted an 
invitation to accompany Pauline to Baugd’s house. In order to be 
nearer to his mistress he had come to live in the Rue Saint-Roch. 
They took a cab. and Denise was dumbfounded when, on the way, 
she learnt that her friend was going to spend the night with the young 
man. There was nothing ea.sier, one gave five francs to Madame 
Cabin, all the girls did it. Baug6 did the honours of his room, which 
was furnished with old Empire style furniture, sent him by his father. 
When Denise talked of settling up, he became cross and then in the 
end accepted the fifteen francs sixty which she had put on the chest 
of drawers; but then he wanted to give her a cup of tea, and after 
struggling with a kettle and spirit lamp, he was obliged to go down 
again to buy some sugar. Midnight was striking when he filled the 
cups. 

Denise kept on saying: *I must be going.’ 

And Pauline would reply: ‘Wait a bit. . . . The theatres don’t shut 
up so early.’ 

In that bachelor room Denise fell awkward. She had seen her friend 
undress as far as her petticoat and corsets, and she was watching her 
prepare the bed. opening it. patting the high pillows with her bare 
arms; and this little bit of housework, done in her presence in prep- 
aration for a night of love, upset her. made her feel ashamed, by re- 
awakening in her wounded heart the memory of Hutin. Days spent 
like that were not at all wholesome. Finally, at a quarter past mid- 
night. .she left them. But she left in embarrassment when, in reply to 
her innocently wishing them a good night, Pauline thoughtlessly ex- 
claimed: 

‘Thanl s. it u7// be a good night!’ 

1 he separate entrance which led to Mourei's flat and to the staff 
bedrooms was in the Rue Neuvc-Sainl-Augustin. Madame Cabin 
would open the door and then have a look to check who was coming 
in. The lobby was feebly lit by a niglu light, Denise stood in its 
glimmer, hesitating, seized with misgiving, for as she had rounded 
the corner of the street she had seen the door close on the vague 
shadow’ of a man. It must have been the Governor, coming back 
from a party; and the idea that he was there in the dark, wailing for 
her perhaps, caused her one of those strange fears with which he still 
threw her into confusion w ithout any good reason. Someone moved 
on the first floor, boots were squeaking. At that, she lost her head; 
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she pushed a door which led in to the shop and which was left open 
for the night-watch patrols. She found herself in the cotton goods 
department. 

*My goodness! What shall I do?’ she stammered out in her emotion. 

The idea came to her that there existed upstairs another communi- 
cating door leading to the bedrooms. Only, that meant going through 
the whole shop. She preferred to make the journey, in spite of the 
darkness which flooded the galleries. Not a gas-jet was burning, there 
were only oil lamps hooked on to the branches of the chandeliers at 
infrequent intervals; and these scattered lights, like yellow spots, their 
rays consumed by the night, resembled the lanterns hung in mines. 
Great shadows were floating about; one could hardly distinguish the 
heaps of merchandise, which were acquiring terrifying outlines of 
crumbling columns, crouching beasts, lurking thieves. The heavy 
silence, broken by distant breathing, was intensifying this gloom even 
more. Nevertheless, she found her bearings: the household linen was 
making a pale streak on her left, like houses in a street which take 
on a blue light under a summer sky; she wanted to go straight across 
the hall, but she bumped into some piles of calico and decided it 
would be safer to go through the hosiery, and then the woollens. 
When she got there she was alarmed by a noise like thunder, the son- 
orous snoring of Joseph, the porter, who was sleeping behind the 
mourning goods. She sped into the hall, which was lit with twilight 
coming through its glazed roof; it seemed to have grown larger, full 
of the nocturnal terror which churches have, its cash desks immobile, 
and the outlines of its big measuring sticks forming inverted crosses. 
Now she was in full flight. In the haberdashery and glove departments 
she once more almost stepped over some of the duly porters, and she 
only felt saved when she finally found the staircase. But, upstairs by 
the mantle department she was seized with terror on catching sight of 
a lantern, its winking eye walking along: it was a watch patrol, two 
firemen in the process of registering on the dials of indiealors that 
they had passed through there. For a minute she did not understand, 
she watched them going from the shawls to the furniture, then on to 
the underwear, terrified by their strange manccuvres, by the grating 
of the key, by the iron doors which were clanging to with a murder- 
ous noise. When they drew near she went and took refuge in the 
depths of the lace department, but the sudden call of a voice made 
her leave it immediately again, and reach the communicating door at 
the run. She had recognized Deloche’s voice, he slept in his depart- 
ment on a small iron bed which he put up himself every evening: he 
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was not yet asleep but. his eyes still open, was reliving the pleasant 
hours he had spent that evening. 

‘What! It’s you. Mademoiselle!’ said Mouret, whom Denise found 
facing her on the staircase, a little pocket lamp in his hand. 

She stammered, tried to explain that she had just been to fetch 
something from her department. But he was not at all cross, he was 
looking at her in his paternal and at the same time inquisitive way. 

‘You had a theatre pass then, did you?’ 

‘Yes. Monsieur.’ 

'And did you enjoy yourself ? Which theatre did you go to?' 

'1 went to the country. Monsieur.’ 

That made him laugh. Then he a.sked. stressing the words: 

*Bv vourself?’ 

* 9 


*No. .Monsieur, with a girl friend.’ she replied, her cheeks crimson 
with shame at the thought which no doubt had occurred to him. 

At that he was silent. But he was still looking at her as she stood 
there in her little black dress, her hat trimmed with a single blue rib- 
bon, Would this little wild-flower end up by being a pretty girl? She 
smell sweet from her trip in the fresh air. she looked charming, with 
her lovciv hair in frichtened arrav all over her forehead. And he who 
had for six niontiis been treating her as a child, he who. yielding to 


the ideas of a man of experience, to a malicious fancy to find out how 


a woman might develop and go astray in Paris, W'ould sometimes 
give her advice -he was laughing no longer, but was experiencing 
an indelinable feeling of .surprise and fear, mingled with affection. 
Ooubtles'.. It was a lover who was making her become so much more 


allraclivc. Ai this thought, he felt as if a favourite bird with which he 
had been jilas ing. had ju.si j-n^cked him and drawn blood. 

‘Godd night. Monsieur.* murmured Denise, continuing on her way 
lip'll Ts w ithoul waiiinc. 


Ilv did not reply, but watched her disapjxjar. Then he went back 
to his own room. 
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VI 


When the summer slack season came, a gust of panic blew through 
the Bonheur des Dames. Everyone was in terror of dismissal, of the 
mass discharges with which the management was making a clean 
sweep of the shop, now empty of customers during the heat of July 
and August. 

Each morning, while making his tour of inspection with Bourd- 
oncle, Mouret would take aside the heads of departments whom he 
had urged to take on more salesmen than they needed during the 
winter, so that sales should not suffer, at the risk of having to 
weed out their personnel later on. Now it was a question of cut- 
ting down costs by turning one third of the shop-assistants, the 
weak ones who let themselves be devoured by the strong, into the 
street. 

‘Come now,’ he was saying, ‘you've got some there who are no use 
to you. . . . We really can’t keep them on just to stand about like 
that with their arms dangling.’ 

And, if the head of the department should hesitate, not knowing 
whom to sacrifice, he would say; 

‘You must make do, six salesmen are all you need. . . . You can 
take on some more in October, there are enough of them hanging 
about the streets!’ 

It was Bourdoncle, in any case, who dealt with executions. He had 
a dreadful way of saying through his thin lips ‘Proceed to the pay- 
desk!’ — words which fell like the blowsofan axe. He made anything 
a pretext for clearing the ground. He would invent misdeeds, he 
would take advantage of the very slightest carelessness. ‘You were 
sitting down. Monsieur; proceed to the pay-desk! You’re answering 
back, I believe: proceed to the pay-desk! Your shoes are not 
polished; proceed to the pay-desk!’ Even the brave were trembling 
at the massacre he left in his wake. Then, as this technique did not 
work quickly enough, he devised a trap in which without effort in a 
few days he garotted the number of salesmen condemned in advance. 
From eight o’clock on he stood in the entrance door, watch in hand: 
and, if they were three minutes late, his relentless: ‘Proceed to the 


147 



pay-desk!’ axed the out-of-breath young men. The job was done 
quickly and efficiently. 

‘You there, you look awful!’ he ended up by saying one day to a 
poor devil whose crooked nose got on his nerves. ‘Proceed to the 
pay-desk!’ 

Favoured employees were given a fortnight’s holiday, during which 
they were not paid; this was a more humane way of cutting down 
costs. In any case, under the lash of necessity and habit, salesmen 
took their precarious position for granted. Ever since their arrival 
in Paris they had been knocking about the place, beginning their 
apprenticeship in one shop, finishing it in another, they were dis- 
mis.sed or left of their own accord on the spur of the moment, as 
chance and their interests dictated. The factory was at a standstill, 
so the workmen’s bread and butter was stopped; and this took place 
with the unfeeling motion of a machine, the useless cog was calmly 
thrown aside. like an iron wheel to which no gratitude is felt for ser- 
vices rendered. So much the worse for those who did not know how 
to carve out a share for tltemselves! 

Nowadays, the departments were talking of nothing else. Each 
day fresh stories went the rounds. The names of salesmen who had 
been dismissed were mentioned in the same way as. during an epi- 
demic. one counts the dead. The shawl and woollen departments, in 
particular, suffered severely: seven assisLants disappeared from there 
in a week. Next, a drama threw the lingerie department into con- 
fusion. there a customer felt ill and accused the girl who was serving 
her of having eaten garlic; the sales-girl was dismissed on the spot 
although, badly fed and always as hungry as she was, she had simply 
been finishing off a store of crusts at the counter. At the slightest 
complaint from customers the management proved inexorable; no 
excuse was accepted, the employee was always wrong, and had to 
disappear like a defective tool which harmed the good sales mechan- 
ism, while his colleagues hung their heads and did not even try to 
defend him. In the panic which was spreading everyone trembled 
with fear for himself: one day, when Mignot in spite of the rule was 
taking out a parcel under his overcoat, he was almost caught and 
immediately thought himself in the street; Li^nard, whose laziness 
was a by-word, owed it to his father’s position in the drapery trade 
that he was not sacked one afternoon when Bourdoncle found him 
sleeping upright propped between two piles of English velvet. Above 
all the Lhommes were worried, for they daily expected the dismissal 
of their son Albert; the way he kept his cash-desk was causing great 
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dissatisfaction, women came there and distracted his attention; and 
Madame Aur6lie was twice obliged to intercede with the manage- 
ment. 

Meanwhile, in the midst of the clean sweep which was being made. 
Denise was in such danger that she lived in constant fear of a catas- 
trophe. In vain was she brave, in vain did she struggle with all her 
cheerfulness and good sense not to give way to attacks of sensitivity; 
as soon as she closed the door of her room tears would blind her, 
she was in despair at the thought of finding herself in the street, on 
bad terms with her uncle, not knowing where to go. without any 
savings, and with two children on her hands. The feelings she had 
experienced in the first weeks were coming to life again, she felt 
she was a grain of millet beneath a powerful millstone; and she was 
filled with downhearted forlornness at feeling herself of so little im- 
portance in that huge machine, which would crush her with its calm 
indifference. It was impossible to have any illusions: if one of the 
sales-girls from the mantle department was to be dismissed, she was 
the obvious choice. No doubt, during the trip to Rambouillet the girls 
had stirred up Madame Aur^lie against her, for since then the latter 
had been treating her with an air of severity in which there was some- 
thing akin to spite. In any case, she had not been forgiven for going 
to Joinville, for they considered that to have been rebellion, a means 
of flouting the whole department by conspicuously keeping com- 
pany outside the shop with a girl from an enemy camp. Never had 
Denise suffered so much in her department, and now she was des- 
pairing of ever winning it over. 

‘Oh, don’t take any notice of them!’ Pauline would say. ‘They 
just give themselves airs, the silly gooses!’ 

But it was precisely their ladylike ways which intimidated the girl. 
From daily rubbing shoulders with rich customers almost all the 
sales-girls acquired airs and graces, and ended up by forming a vague 
class floating between the working and middle classes; and often be- 
neath their dress sense, beneath the manners and phrases which they 
had picked up, there was nothing but a sham education, picked up 
from reading cheap newspapers, from tirades in the theatre, and 
from all the follies of the moment in the Paris streets. 

‘You know, Tousle-head has got a child!’ Clara said one day as 
she came into the department. 

There was some astonishment, so she went on: 

‘But I tell you I saw her yesterday taking the kid for a walk! She 
must stable it somewhere.’ 


Two days later, on returning from dinner. Marguerite volunteered 
a fresh piece of news. 

‘Here’s a nice thing. I’ve just seen Tousle-head’s lover. . . . Just 
imagine, a workman! Yes, a dirty little workman, with yellow hair, 
who was watching her through the windows.’ 

From then on it was an accepted fact: Denise had a lover who was 
a navvy, and she was hiding her child somewhere in the neighbour- 
hood. They bombarded her with spiteful innuendoes. The first time 
she grasped what they meant she became very pale at the monstrous- 
ness of such conjectures. It was abominable, she wanted to exoner- 
ate herself, and blurted out: 

‘But they’re my brothers!’ 

‘Oh. her brothers!’ said Clara, in a scoffing voice. 

Madame Aur^lie was obliged to intervene. 

‘Be quiet, Mesdemoisellcs, you’d do better to change these price 
tickets. . . . Mademoiselle Baudu is perfectly at liberty to behave 
badly outside the shop. If only she worked while she’s here, at least!’ 

This curt defence was a condemnation. The girl, as flabbergasted 
as if she had been accused of a crime, tried vainly to explain the 
facts. People laughed and shrugged their shoulders, and tliis woun- 
ded her to the quick. When the rumour spread, Deloche was so in- 
dignant that he talked of boxing the ears of the girls in the mantle de- 
partment; and it was only the fear of compromising her that held 
him back. Since the evening at Joinville his love for her was submis- 
sive, his friendship almost religious, as he showed by gazing at her 
like a faithful dog. No one must suspect their affection, for people 
would have laughed at them: but that did not prevent him from 
dreaming of acts of sudden violence, of blows of revenge if ever any- 
one should attack her in his presence. 

In the end Denise did not reply to them anymore. It was too 
odious, no one would believe her. When one of the girls ventured 
to make a fresh hint, she merely looked at her steadily, in a sad, 
calm manner. In any case, she had other troubles, material anxieties, 
which were worrying her much more. Jean still was not being sens- 
ible. he was always badgering her with requests for money. Hardly 
a week passed without her receiving some story from him. four 
ixiges long; and. when the shop postman handed over these letters 
wTiltcn in big, passionate handwriting to her, she would hasten to 
hide them in her pocket, for the sales-girls made great play of laugh- 
ing about them, w'hilst chanting broad jokes as they did so. Then, 
having invented a pretext for going to decipher the letters at the other 
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end of the shop, she would be overwhelmed with fears; she felt that 
poor Jean was mined. She would swallow all his fibs about extraor- 
dinary amorous adventures, and her ignorance of such things made 
her exaggerate the dangers even more. Now it was forty centimes in 
order to extricate him from a woman’s jealousy, now five francs, now 
six francs to redress the honour of a poor girl, whose father would 
kill him otherwise. And so, as her salary and percentages were in- 
sulBcient, she had had the idea of looking for a little extra work 
apart from her job. She had confided in Robineau whom she had 
continued to find likeable ever since their first meeting at Vin9ard’s; 
and he had obtained for her some neckties to be knotted at twenty- 
five centimes the dozen. In the evening between nine o’clock and one. 
she could sew six dozen of them, which earned her one franc fifty, 
from which a candle at Uventy centimes had to be deducted. But this 
one franc twenty a day kept Jean, she did not complain about the lack 
of sleep, and would have considered herself very happy had not a 
catastrophe yet once more upset her budget. At the end of the second 
fortnight, when she went to see the woman through whom she 
obtained the neckties, she found the door closed: the woman was in- 
solvent, bankrupt, which meant that Denise lost eighteen francs 
thirty centimes, a considerable sum on which she had been absolutely 
counting for a week. All her troubles in the department paled before 
this disaster. 

‘You look sad,’ said Pauline, whom she met in the furniture de- 
partment. ‘Tell me, do you need anything?’ 

But Denise already owed her friend twelve francs. Trying to smile, 
she replied: 

‘No, thank you ... I slept badly, that’s all.’ 

It was the twentieth of July, at the very height of the panic about 
dismissals. Out of the four hundred employees, Bourdoncle had al- 
ready got rid of fifty; and there was a rumour of fresh executions. 
However, she gave no thought to the ominous signs in the air. she was 
completely obsessed by the distress caused by a fresh adventure of 
Jean’s which was even more alarming than its predecessors. That 
day, he needed fifteen francs, the dispatch of which alone could save 
him from the vengeance of a deceived husband. The day before she 
had revived a first letter propounding the drama; then, in rapid 
succession, two other letters had arrived, and in the last one above 
all, which she had just been finishing when Pauline had met her. Jean 
announced that he would die that evening if he did not receive the 
fifteen francs. She was racking her brains. She could not take it out 
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of Pepd’s board and lodging, for she had payed that two days ago. 
All her misfortunes were coming at the same time, for she had hoped 
to get her eighteen francs thirty centimes back through Robineau. 
who would, perhaps be able to find the woman again who had sup- 
plied the neckties; but Robineau, having obtained two week’s leave, 
had not returned the day before as had been expected. 

Meanwhile Pauline was still questioning her in a friendly way. 
When the two of them met like that, at the end of one of the out-of- 
the-way departments, they would chat for a few minutes, keeping 
on the look-out as they did so. Suddenly the girl from the lingerie 
made as if to escape; she had just caught sight of the white tie of a 
shopwalker who was coming out of the shawl department. 

‘Oh! no, it’s old Jouve,’ she murmured, reassured. ‘I don’t know 
why the old man laughs like that when he sees us together. ... If I 
was you I’d be afraid, he’s much too nice to you. A mangey old dog 
who’s day's done, and who still thinks he’s talking to his troops.* 

Indeed, old Jouve was detested by all the salesmen because his 
supervision was so strict. More than half the dismissals were based 
on reports made by him. His large red nose — the nose of a one-time 
captain and gay dog — became human only in the departments 
staffed by women. 

‘Why should I be afraid?’ asked Denise. 

‘Why,’ replied Pauline, laughing, ‘he may expect you to show 
gratitude. . . . Several of the girls have to humour him.’ 

Jouve had moved away, pretending not to see them, and they could 
hear him pitching into a salesman in the lace department who was 
guilty of looking at a horse which had fallen down in the Rue Neuve- 
Saint-Augustin. 

‘By the way,’ Pauline went on, ‘w-eren’t you looking for Monsieur 
Robineau yesterday? He's back.’ 

Denise thought she was saved. 

‘Thanks, then I’ll go all the w-ay round the silk department. . . . 
It can’t be heli')ed! They sent me upstairs to the workroom to fetch 
a knife.’ 

They separated. With a busy look, as if she was running from cash- 
desk to cash-desk checking up on some error, the girl reached the 
staircase and went dow'n into the hall. It was a quarter to ten. the 
bell had just gone for the first meal service. A sultry sun was warm- 
ing the glazed roof, and in spite of the grey linen blinds the heat was 
beating dov.'n in the still air. Now and then a cool breath would arise 
from the floors, which the porters were sprinkling with a thin trickle 
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of water. Somnolence, a summer siesta, reigned in the emptiness 
stretching between the departments which were like chapels filled 
with sleeping darkness after the final Mass. Nonchalant salesmen 
were standing about, a few customers were going through the galler- 
ies. crossing the hall with the abandoned gait of women tortured by 
the sun. 

As Denise was going downstairs Favier was just measuring out 
the material for a dress in fine pink-spotted silk for Madame Bout- 
arel, who had arrived the day before from the south. Since the begin- 
ning of the month the provinces were supplying customers, one saw 
nothing but dowdy women, yellow shawls, green skirts, a mass in- 
vasion from the country. The apathetic shop-assistants were no 
longer even smiling. Favier accompanied Madame Bouiarcl to the 
haberdashery, and when he reappeared he said to Hutin: 

‘Yesterday they were all from Auvergne, to-day they’re all from 
Provence. . . . They give me a headache.’ 

But Hutin made a dash forward, it was his turn, and he had recog- 
nized ‘the pretty lady,’ the charming fair woman whom the depart- 
ment described in that way. for they knew nothing about her. not 
even her name! They all used to smile at her, not a week passed 
without her coming in to the Bonheur always alone. This time she 

had with her a little boy of four or five, and they chatted about 
this. 

‘So she’s married, is she?’ asked Favier. when Hutin came back 

from the cash-desk where he had had thirty yards of duchess satin 
debited. 

‘Maybe.’ the latter replied, ‘although the kid doesn’t prove a thing. 
He might belong to a friend. . . . What is certain is that she must 
have been crying. Oh! she was frightfully sad. and her eyes were red!’ 

Silence reigned. The two salesmen were looking vaguely into the 
far confines of the shop. Then Favier resumed in a slow voice: 

‘If she’s married, perhaps her husband has been clouting her ’ 

‘Maybe.’ Hutin repeated. ‘Unless it was a lover who’s left her in 
the lurch.’ 

And after a fresh silence he concluded: 

‘As if I cared, anyway!’ 

At that moment. Denise was going through the silk department, 
slackening her pace and looking about her in order to find Robineau 
She did not see him, so went into the household linen gallery then 

through the silk department a second time. The two salesmen had 
noticed her stratagem. 
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‘Here she comes again, that skinny girl!’ murmured Hutin. 

‘She’s looking for Robineau.* said Favier. ‘I don’t know what 
they’re cooking up together. Oh! Certainly nothing amusing, Robin- 

eau is too silly about that sort of thing They say he got her some 

work, knotting ties Wiiat a business, eh?’ 

Hutin was contemplating doing something ill-natured. When Den- 
ise passed close by him he slopped her, saying: 

‘Is it me you’re looking for?’ 

She became very red. Since the evening at Joinville she had not 
dared read what was in her heart, for there was a clash of coMused 
feelings in it. She kept on seeing him again in her memory, with the 
red-headed girl, and if she still trembled in his presence it was per- 
haps from uneasiness. Had she ever loved him? Did she love him 
still? She had no desire to probe into these thoughts, which distressed 
her. 

‘No, Monsieur,’ she replied, confused. 

Then Hutin took advantage of her embarrassment to make fun of 
her. 

‘Do you wish to be served? Favier, do serve Robineau to Madem- 
oiselle.’ 

She looked at him intently, with the same calm, sad gaze with 
which she used to greet the girls’ wounding remarks. Oh, how un- 
kind he wa.s, attacking her just as the others did! And it seemed as if 
something was rent within her, as if a last bond was breaking. There 
was such sullering in her face that Favier, not very soft-hearted by 
nature, nevertheless came to her help. 

‘Monsieur Robineau is in the stock-room,* he said. ‘He’s sure to 
be back for lunch. ... If you want to speak to him, you’ll find him 
here this afternoon.’ 

Denise thanked him. and went upstairs again to the mantle depart- 
ment. wliere Madame Aurclie was waiting for her in cold fury. What! 
She had been gone for half an hour! Where had she been? Not in the 
workroom, to be sure? The girl hung her head, thinking how misfor- 
tune was dogging her. If Robineau did not come back, all was lost. 
She was planning to go downstairs again, all the same. 

In the silk department, Robineau’s return had set off a whole rev- 
olution. The department had been hoping that he would be so sick of 
the trouble people made for him all the time that he would not come 
back; and. indeed at one time, as he was under constant pressure 
from Vin^iird, who wanted to transfer his business to him, he had 
almost taken it. Hutin’s underhand activities, the mine which, for 
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many months, he had been digging out under the assistant buyer’s 
feet, was on the point of exploding at last. During Robineau’s leave. 
Hutin, as senior salesman, had deputized for him. and had done his 
utmost to injure his reputation in the eyes of his superiors, and to 
install himself in his place by being over-zealous; he discovered and 
exposed small irregularities, he submitted plans for improvement, he 
thought out new designs. Moreover, everyone in the department 
from the newcomer dreaming of becoming a salesman to the senior 
salesman coveting Robineau’s job. had only one fixed idea— to dis- 
lodge their comrade senior to them in order to move up a grade, to 
devour him if he should become an obstacle; and it was as if this 
struggle of desires, this pressure of one against another, was the very 
thing which made the machine^run smoothly, which whipped up 
sales and ignited that blaze of success which astounded Paris After 
Hutin, there was Favier. and then after Favier there were others in 

a queue. The sound of people loudly licking their lips could be heard 

Robmeau was condemned, everyone was already carrying away a 
bone. Therefore, when the assistant buyer reappeared, there was 
general grousing. The question had to be settled once and for all, and 
the attitude of the salesmen had seemed so menacing to the head of 
the department that he had just sent Robineau to the stock-room in 
order to give the management time to come to a decision. 

If they keep him on we’d all rather leave,’ Hutin was declaring 
This business was upsetting Bouthemont. whose gayness was ilt 
adapted to an internal worry of this sort. It grieved liini no longer to 

bTfai7^^'°® ^ around him. Nevertheless, he wished to 

^me now. leave him alone, he’s not doing you any harm ’ 

But there was an outburst of protest. 

an unbear- 
able person always nervy and so stuck-up that he’d run you over as 
soon as look at you!' « luu jruu over as 

This was the great grudge the department had against him As well 
as havmg the nerves of a woman. Robineau htd an overtorini 

TrTeT't ^ bear. At least twenty 

remarks ’ humiliated customers with his cutting 

sel7'’‘’ f Bouthemont. ‘I can’t do anything my- 

self. . . I ve s^ken to the management about it. and I’m eoina to 
discuss It with them in a moment or two.’ ^ ^ 
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The bell was going for the second meal, the sound of it was com- 
ing up from the basement, distant and muffled in the dead air of the 
shop. Hutin and Favier went downstairs. From every department 
salesmen were arriving one by one, in disorder, crowding downstairs 
at the entrance to the kitchen corridor, a damp corridor always lit ; 
by gas jets. Without laughter, without speaking, the herd was hunt- 
ing there, surrounded by the growing noise of crockery and a strong 
smell of food. Then, at the end of the corridor, there was a sudden 
halt at a hatch. And there a cook, surrounded by piles of plates and 
armed with forks and spoons which he was plunging into copper 
pans, was distributing the helpings. When he stood aside, beyond his 
stomach draped in white the blazing kitchen could be seen. 

‘Oh, damn it!' Hutin murmured, consulting the menu which was 
written on a blackboard above the hatch. ‘Beef with mustard sauce, 
or skate. . . . They never give us a roast, in this dump! All their 
stews and fish don’t keep body and soul together ’ 

The fish, moreover, was despised by most people, for the pan re- 
mained full. All the same, Favier took the skate. Behind him Hutin 
bent down, saying: 

‘Beef with mustard sauce.' 

With a mechanical gesture the cook speared a piece of meat and 
then poured a spoonful of sauce over it; and Hutin. choking at the 
scorching blast he had received in his face from the hatch, had 
scarcely carried off his helping when already behind him the words 
'Beef and mu.stard sauce,’ ‘Beef and mustard sauce’ were succeeding 
each other like litanies, while the cook was spearing bits of meat 
without respite and pouring sauce over them with the rapid and 
rhythmic movement of a well-regulated clock. 

‘This skate of theirs is cold.’ declared Favier, whose hand could 
feel no warmth from it. 

They were all moving off now, arms stretched out, holding their 
plates straight, afraid of bumping into each other. Ten paces further 
on was the bar. another hatch with a shining pewter counter on which 
the portions of wine were set out in small bottles with no corks, still i 
damp from rinsing. Everyone received one of these bottles in his 
empty hand as lie passed, and after that, heavily laden, he would 
repair to his table with a serious air, watching his balance. 

Hutin was grumbling under his breath. 

‘What a walk, with all this crockery!’ 

The table which Favier and he shared was at the end of the corri- 
dor, in the last dining-room. All the dining-rooms were the same, j 
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they had once been cellars four by five yards broad, and had been 
plastered with cement and fitted up as refectories; but the damp was 
ruining the paint, the yellow walls were blotched with greenish spots, 
and from the narrow ventilation shaft, opening on the street at pave- 
ment level, the daylight which fell was livid, with vague shadows of 
passers-by ceaselessly going through it. In July and December alike 
it was stifling there in the hot steam, laden with nauseating smells 
wafted from the neighbouring kitchen. 

Hutin was the first to go in. On the table, which was fixed to the 
wall at one end and covered with oil-cloth, there was nothing to in- 
dicate the places but glasses and knives and forks. Piles of spare 
plates stood at each end; whilst in the middle there lay a large loaf 
stuck with a knife, handle in air. Hutin disentangled himself from 
his bottle and put down his plate; then, after having taken his table 
napkin from the bottom of a shelf, which was the only decoration on 
the walls, he sat down with a sigh. 

‘I certainly am hungry!’ he murmured. 

‘It’s alw’ays the same,* said Favier. installing himself on his left. 
‘When one's starving, there’s nothing to eat.’ 

The table was rapidly filling up. It was laid for twenty-two people. 
At first there was nothing but a violent din of forks, the guzzling of 
a lot of hearty young men whose stomachs were hollow from thir- 
teen hours’ hard work daily. In the early days the assistants, who 
had an hour for their meal, had been allowed to go and have their 
coffee outside; so they used quickly to eat their lunch in twenty 
minutes, being in a hurry to reach the street. But that had stirred 
them up too much, they had come back inattentive, with their minds 
not on their work; and the management had decided that they should 
no longer go out, but that they should pay fifteen centimes extra for 
a cup of coffee if they wanted one. So now they dawdled over the 
meal, not at all anxious to go back to their departments before it was 
time to do so. Many of them were reading a newspaper, folded and 
propped against their bottle as they bolted down huge mouthfuls. 
Others, once they had taken the edge off their hunger, were talking 
rowdily, always coming back to the eternal subjects of the bad food, 
the money they earned, what they had done last Sunday, and what 
tljey were going to do next Sunday. 

‘I say. what about that chap Robineau of yours?’ a salesman 
asked Hutin. 

All the departments were taking an interest in the silk department’s 
struggle against its assistant buyer. The question was discussed every 
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day until midnight at the Caf6 Saint-Roch. Hutin, who was strug- 
gling with his bit of beef, was content to reply: 

‘Well, he’s back, Robineau is.’ 

Then, suddenly losing his temper: 

‘Damn it all, they’ve given me donkey! It really is disgusting, hon- 
estly it is!’ 

‘You shouldn’t complain!* said Favier. ‘Look at me, I was stupid 
enough to take skate. . . . It’s gone bad!’ 

They were all talking at once, complaining and joking. At a cor- 
ner of the table, against the wall, Deloche was eating in silence. He 
was cursed with an inordinate appetite which he had never been able 
to satisfy, and as he earned too little to buy himself extras, he would 
cut himself slices of bread, and devour the least tempting dishes 
greedily. As a result, they were all making fun of him, shouting: 

‘Favier. pass your skate to Deloche. . . . He likes it like that.* 

‘And your meat, Hutin: Deloche wants it for his pudding.’ 

The poor lad shrugged his shoulders, and did not even reply. It 
was not his fault if he was famished. Besides, the others might des- 
pise the food, but they were stuffing themselves with it all the same. 

But a faint whistle silenced them. This signalled the presence of ; 
Mouret and Bourdoncle in the corridor. For some time now the , 
complaints of the staff had been such that the management had taken 
to coming down to judge the quality of the food for itself. Out of the 
thirty centimes per head per day which the cook received, he had to 
pay everything — provisions, coal, gas, staff; and the management 
was naively astonished when the results were not very good. That 
very morning each department had chosen a salesman as delegate, 
and Mignot and Li^nard had undertaken to speak for their colleagues. 
Therefore, in the sudden silence, they strained their ears, listening j 
to the voices which could be heard coming from the neighbouring i 
room, which Mouret and Bourdoncle had just entered. The latter 
was declaring that the beef was excellent; and Mignot, infuriated by 
this calm assurance, was repeating: ‘Chew it and see’; while Li6n- . 
ard, tackling the skate, was saying sweetly: ‘But it stinks, sir!’ Then j 
Mouret launched forth into cordial phrases: he would do every- 
thing for the well-being of his employees, he was a father to them, 
he would rather eat dry bread himself than let them be badly 
fed. 

‘I promise you I will go into the question,’ he finally concluded, 
raising his voice so that he could be heard from one end of the cor- 
ridor to the other. 
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The management’s inquiry was over, the noise of forks recom- 
menced. Hutin murmured: 

‘Yes, if you count on that you can wait till the cows come 
home. . . ! Oh! They don’t stint their kind words. If you want pro- 
mises, you can have as many as you like. They feed us on old bools, 
and kick us out like dogs!’ 

The salesman who had already questioned him repeated: 

‘About Robineau . . . you were saying. . .?’ 

But the clatter of crockery drowned his voice. The assistants 
changed their plates themselves, and to the left and right the piles 
were diminishing. A kitchen-hand was bringing some large tin plat- 
ters, and Hutin exclaimed: 

‘Rice aw gratin, that’s the end!’ 

‘Let’s have a pennyworth of glue!’ said Favier. helping himself. 

Some liked it, others found it too tacky. And those who were 
reading remained silent, deep in the serial story in their papers, not 
even knowing what they were eating. They were all mopping their 
brows, the small narrow cellar was filling up with murky fumes; 
while all the lime, like black stripes, the shadows of passers-by were 
running across the table-clolh. 

‘Pass the bread to Deloche,’ shouted a wag. 

Each one would cut himself a slice and then replunge the knife 
right up to the hilt in the crust; and the bread was going round the 
table all the time. 

‘Who’ll have my rice in exchange for his dessert?’ asked Hutin. 

When he had concluded the deal with a small, thin man. he tried 
to sell his wine as well; but no one wanted it. they thought it exe- 
crable. 

‘Well, I was telling you that Robineau is back,’ he went on. in the 
midst of cross currents of laughter and conversations. ‘Oh! It’s a sad 
business about him. . . . D’you know, he leads the sales-girls astray! 
Yes, he gets neckties for them to knot!* 

‘Be quiet!’ murmured Favier. ‘Look at them passing sentence on 
him!* 

Out of the corner of his eye he was looking at Boulhemont. who 
was walking between Mouret and Bourdoncle in the corridor: they 
were all three of them absorbed, and talking animatedly in low voices. 
The dining-room for section-managers and their deputies happened 
to be just opposite. When Boulhemont had seen Mouret passing by 
he had risen from the table, having finished, and was telling him 
about all the trouble in his department, and how perplexed he was 
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about it. The other two were listening to him, so for refusing to sacri- 
fice Robineau. who was a first-class salesman and had been there 
since Madame H^douin's day. But. when he came to the story of the 
neckties. Bourdoncle lost his temper. The fellow must be mad to act 
as a go-between for giving the sales-girls extra work. The shop paid 
the girls quite highly enough for their time; if they worked at night on 
their own account it was obvious that they would do less work during 
the day in the shop; therefore, they were robbing it. they were risk- 
ing their health, which did not belong to them. The night was made 
for sleeping, they must all sleep, or else they would be kicked 
out! 

‘Things are hotting up,’ Hutin remarked. 

Each time the three men walked slowly past the dining-room the 
assistants were on the look out for them, and would comment on 
their slightest gestures. It made them forget the rice au gratin, in 
which a cashier had just found a trouser button. 

•I heard the word “necktie”,’ said Favier. ‘And did you see 
Bourdoncle’s face, and how he suddenly went pale?’ 

Mouret. meanwhile, was sharing the latter’s indignation. A sales- 
girl reduced to working at night seemed to him to be an attack against 
the very structure of the Bonheur. Which of them could be such a 
silly ninny that she could not support herself on her profits from 
sales? But when Bouthemont named Denise he calmed down and 
found excuses for her. Ah. yes! that little thing! She was not very 
handy yet. and she had dependants, so he had been assured. Bourd- 
oncle interrupted him, declaring that she must be dismissed on the 
spot. They would never make anything of a plain Jane like that, he 
had always said so; he seemed to be satisfying a personal grudge. At 
that. Mouret became embarrassed and pretended to laugh. My good- 
ness! What a hard man he was! Couldn’t it be forgiven, for once? 
They would summon the culprit and give her a scolding. The long 
and short of it was that Robineau \^’as in the wrong for. being a senior 
assistant and knowing the ways of the shop, he should have stopped 
her from doing it. 

‘My word! Now the Governor is laughing!’ said Favier in aston- 
ishment. as the group went past the door again. 

‘Good Lord!’ swore Hutin, ‘if they persist in saddling us with that 
Robineiiu of theirs, we'll give them something to laugh about!’ 

Bourdoncle was looking Mouret straight in the face. Then he 
merely made a gesture of contempt, as much as to say that he un- 
derstood at last, and that it was idiotic. Bouthemont had resumed his 
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complaints: the salesmen were threatening to leave, and there were 
some excellent ones amongst them. But what appeared to make more 
impression on the gentlemen was a rumour of friendly relations be- 
tween Robineau and Gaujean: the latter, so it was said, was urging 
the buyer to set up his own business in tlie neighbourhood, and was 
offering him the most generous credit in order to do down the Bon- 
heur des Dames. There was a silence. Ah! So Robineau was dream- 
ing of battle! Mouret had become serious; he pretended to be scorn- 
ful, he avoided taking a decision, as if the affair was of no import- 
ance. They would see, he would speak to him. And he went on at 
once to joke with Bouthemont, whose father had arrived two days 
earlier from his little shop in Montpellier, and had almost choked 
with amazement and indignation when he arrived in the enormous 
hall where his son reigned. They were still laughing about the old fel- 
low who, when he had recovered his meridional self-possession, had 
set about disparaging everything, maintaining that the drapery trade 
would finish up in the street. 

‘Here comes Robineau now,’ murmured the section-manager. ‘I 
sent him to the stock-room in order to avoid an unfortunate 
clash. . . . Forgive me if I insist, but things have got to such a pitch 
that something must be done.’ 

Robineau, who was coming in, was indeed passing them, and went 
to his table, greeting them as he did so. 

Mouret merely repeated: 

‘All right, we’ll see about it.’ 

They left. Hutin and Favier were still waiting for them. When they 
did not see them reappear, they let off steam. Was the management 
now going to come down to each meal like that to count how many 
mouthfuls they had? Fine fun it would be if they couldn’t even be 
free while they were eating! The truth of the matter was that they had 
just seen Robineau coming in again, and the governor’s good humour 
was making them worry about the outcome of the struggle which 
they had set in motion. They lowered their voices, thinking up new 
ways of annoying him. 

‘But I’m starving!’ Hutin continued out loud. ‘One leaves the table 
even hungrier than one was!' 

He had. nevertheless, eaten two portions of preserves, his own and 
the one which he had exchanged for his helping of rice. Suddenly 
he exclaimed: 

‘Damn it all! I’ll stump up for an extra helping! Victor, bring me 
a tliird portion of preserves!* 
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The waiter was finishing serving the puddings. Then he brought 
the coffee, and those who took it gave him their fifteen centimes on 
the spot. Some of the salesmen left and were dawdling along the cor- 
ridor, looking for dark comers in which to smoke a cigarette. Others 
remained behind, drooping over the table cluttered up with greasy 
plates. They were rolling pellets of bread crumbs, going back over 
the same stories again and again, in the midst of tlie smell of burnt 
fat which they no longer noticed and the heat of a Turkish bath 
which turned their ears red. The walls were oozing with moisture, 
slow asphyxiation was descending from the mouldy ceiling. Deloche. 
stuffed full of bread, was digesting in silence, looking up at the ven- 
tilator; every day after lunch it was his relaxation thus to watch the 
feet of tlie passers-by who were hurrying along quickly on the pave- 
ment level — feet cut off at the ankle, heavy shoes, elegant high boots, 
dainty women’s ankle-boots, a continual coming and going of live 
feet, devoid of bodies and heads. On rainy days, it was very dirty. 

‘What! Already!* cried Hutin. 

A bell was ringing at the end of the corridor, tliey had to give up 
their places to the third meal service. The waiters were coming to 
wash the oil-cloth with buckets of tepid water and big sponges. The 
dining-rooms were slowly emptying, tlie salesmen were going back 
to their departments again, dawdling all the way up the stairs. And 
in the kitchen the cook had once more taken his place between the 
pans of beef, skate and sauce, armed with his spoons and forks, ready 
once more to fill the plates with the rhythmic movement of a well- 
regulated clock. 

As Hutin and Favier were lagging behind they saw Denise coming 
downstairs, 

‘Monsieur Robineau is back. Mademoiselle,* said the senior sales- 
man, with mocking politeness. 

‘He is lunching,* the other added. ‘But if it’s too urgent, you can 
80 in.’ 

Denise went on going downstairs without answering, without look- 
ing round. However, when she passed the dining-room for section- 
managers and their assistants she could not help glancing in. Robin- 
eau was indeed there. She would try to speak to him in the after- 
noon: and she went on down the corridor to reach her table, which 
was at the other end. 

The women ate separately, in two rooms reserved for them. Den- 
ise went into the first room. It was also an old cellar transformed into 
a refectory, but it had been fitted up more comfortably. On the oval 
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table in the centre the fifteen places were laid further apart, and the 
wine was in carafes; a dish of skate and a dish of beef with mustard 
sauce occupied either end of the table. Waiters in white aprons were 
serving the ladies, which relieved them of the disagreeable necessity 
of fetching their helpings themselves from the hatch. The manage- 
ment had considered this to be more seemly. 

‘So you’ve been all round, have you?’ asked Pauline, who was 
already seated and was cutting herself some bread. 

‘Yes,’ Denise replied, blushing, ‘I was accompanying a cus- 
tomer.’ 

She was lying. Clara nudged the elbow of the sales-girl sitting next 
to her. What was the matter with Tousle-head that day? She really 
was very queer. She kept on getting letters from her lover in rapid 
succession; then she was running round the shop like a lost soul, 
making pretexts of errands in the workroom without even going 
there. There was certainly something going on. So Clara spoke of a 
horrible drama which was filling the newspapers, and as she did so 
went on eating her skate with no distaste, with the unconcern of a girl 
who had in the past been fed on rancid bacon. 

‘Have you read about that man who cut his mistress’s head off 
with the stroke of a razor?’ 

‘Of course!’ remarked a little assistant from the lingerie depart- 
ment, with a gentle, delicate face. ‘He found her with another man. 
He was quite right!’ 

But Pauline protested. What! Just because you didn’t love a man 
any longer he’d have the right to slit your throat! Really, what an 
idea! And, breaking off and turning to the waiter, she said: 

‘Pierre, you know I just can’t stomach the beef. . . . Do ask them 
to make me something specially, an omelette, eh? And a runny one, 
if possible!’ 

As she always had some tit-bits in her pocket she took out some 
chocolate drops and set about munching them with her bread while 
she waited. 

‘It certainly isn’t much fun, a man like that,’ Clara resumed. ‘And 
there are a lot of jealous men about! Only the other day there was a 
workman who threw his wife down a well.’ 

She was not taking her eyes off Denise, and seeing her grow pale 
she thought she had guessed what was the matter. Obviously, the 
little goody-goody was terrified of being hit by her lover, to whom 
she was probably being unfaithful. It would be funny if he were to 
come right into the shop to hunt her out, as she seemed to fear. But 
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the conversation was changing, a sales-girl was telling them how to 
take marks out of velvet. Next they talked about a play at the Gait^, 
in which some sweet little girls danced even better than grown-ups. 
Pauline, momentarily saddened by the sight of her omelette, which 
was overcooked, brightened up again when she found that it was 
not too bad after all. 

‘Do pass me the wine,* she said to Denise. ‘You ought to order 
yourself an omelette.* 

‘Oh! The beef’s enough for me,* replied the ^rl who, so as not to 
spend anything, used to keep to the food provided by the shop, no 
matter how repulsive it was. 

When the waiter brought the rice an gratin the girls protested. 
They had left it the week before, and they had hoped that it would 
not reappear again. Denise, absent-minded and worried about Jean 
as a result of Clara’s stories, was the only one to eat it: they were 
all watching her. with an air of disgust. There was an orgy of extra 
dishes, the girls filled themselves up with preserves. In any <»se, it 
was considered smart to do so, to pay for their food with their own 
money. 

‘You know, the gentlemen have complained,’ said the fragile-look- 
ing girl from the lingerie department, ‘and the management has 
promised * 

She was interrupted with laughter, they no longer talked of any- 
thing but the management. They all had coffee, except Denise who 
could not stand it, so she said. They lingered over their cups, the 
girls from the lingerie department dressed with lower middle class 
simplicity in wool, those from the gown departments in silk, their 
table-napkins tucked under their chins so as not to get marks on their 
dresses, like ladies who had gone down to eat in the servants* hall 
with their maids. They had opened the skylight of the ventilator in 
order to let out the stifling, reeking air, but they had to shut it 
again at once, for the wheels of cabs seemed to be going across the 
table. 

‘Sh!’ breathed Pauline, ‘here’s that old fool!* 

It was Inspector Jouve. He was fond of prowling about like that, 
in the girls’ direction, towards the end of meals. In any case, he sup- 
ervised their dining-rooms. He would come in. eyes smiling, and go 
round the table; sometimes, even, he would chat with them, would 
ask if they had enjoyed their meal. But, as he both made them un- 
easy and bored them, they would all hasten to run away. Although 
the bell had not yet gone, Clara was the first to disappear; 
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others followed her. Soon no one but Denise and Pauline remained. 
The later, having drunk her coffee, was finishing up her chocolate 
drops. 

‘Well!’ she said as she stood up. T’m going to send a waiter to 
fetch me some oranges. . . . Are you coming?’ 

‘In a moment,’ answered Denise, who was nibbling a crust, deter- 
mined to be the last to remain so that she could tackle Robineau 
when she went upstairs again. 

However, once alone with Jouve she had an uneasy feeling; and, 
thwarted in her purpose, she finally left the table. But seeing her go 
towards the door, he barred her way; 

‘Mademoiselle Baudu. . . 

He was standing before her, smiling with a paternal air. His thick 
grey moustaches and close-cropped hair made him look military 
decorum personified, and he was puffing out his chest, on which his 
medal ribbon was displayed. 

‘What is it. Monsieur Jouve?’ she asked, reassured. 

‘I saw you again this morning, talking upstairs, behind the carpets. 
You know it’s against the rules, and if I was to report it. . . . She’s 
very fond of you, your friend Pauline, isn’t she?’ 

His moustache bristled, his enormous nose, the shrewd hooked 
nose of a person with the desires of a bull, was aflame. 

‘What are you up to, the two of you, loving each other like that, 
eh?’ 

Denise, without understanding, began to feel uneasy again. He was 
coming too close, he was speaking right in her face. 

‘It’s true, we were chatting. Monsieur Jouve,’ she stammered. ‘But 
there’s nothing very bad about chatting a little. . . . You’re very kind 
to me. thank you all the same. . . .’ 

‘I didn’t ought to be kind to you,’ he said. ‘Justice, that’s the only 
thing I recognize. . . . Only, you’re so nice that. . . .’ 

He was moving even closer. At that she was really frightened. 
Pauline’s words came back to her. she remembered the stories that 
were going round, of sales-girls terrorized by old Jouve. having to 
buy his goodwill. In the shop, it must be added, he was content with 
small liberties, he would gently tap the cheeks of obliging girls with 
his swollen fingers, he would take their hands, then keep them in 
his as if he had forgotten them. It all remained paternal, and he 
would only let the bull loose outside, if they consented to take bread 
and butler with him at his place in fhc Rue des Moineaux. 

‘Leave me alone,’ murmured the girl, drawing back. 
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‘Come now/ he was saying, ‘you’re not going to be shy with a 
friend who’s always good to you. ... Be a nice girl, come and have 
a cup of tea and a slice of bread and butter this evenmg. It’s kmdly 

meant.’ 

She was struggling now. 

‘No! No!’ . , , 

The dining-room remained empty, the waiter had not reappearw. 

Jouve, keeping his ears open for the sound of footsteps, ^ve a quick 
glance around, and, very excited, he departed from his usual 
haviour, went beyond his paternal familiarities, and tried to kiss her 

on the neck. ^ . , , . 

‘Little wretch, little silly How can one be so silly with hair like 

this? Do come to-night, just for fun.* 

But she was in a panic, in terrified disgust at the approach of that 
ardent face, the breath from which she could feel. Suddenly she gave 
him a push with such an effort that he swayed and almost fell on to 
the table. Fortunately a chair caught him; but the impact bowled 
over a carafe of wine, bespattering his white tie and soaking his red 
ribbon. And there he remained, not wiping himself, choking with 
rage at such brutality. What! When he wasn’t expecting it. wasn t 
even trying hard, and was simply giving way to his kind nature! 

‘Ah! Mademoiselle, you’ll be sorry for this, upon my word!’ 

Denise had fled. The bell was just ringing: and flustered, still trem- 
bling, she forgot about Robineau and went up to her department. 
Then she no longer dared go dow'ii again. As the sun warmed me 
Place Gaillon side of the shop in the afternoon, it was stifling in the 
salons on the mezzanine floor in spite of the blinds. Some custoiners 
came, and althouch they did not buy anything, the girls were bathed 
in perspiration as a result. The whole department was yawning, 
watched by Madame Aur^lie’s large and somnolent eyes. Finally, 
towards three o'clock, seeing the buyer drop off to sleep, Demse 
quietly slipped off and resumed her trip round the shop, trying to 
look busy. In order to put the curious off the scent she did not go 
straight down to the silk department: first she made as if she hM 
business in the lace department, she approached Deloche, and asked 
him for some information: then, on the ground floor, she went 
through the cottons, and was going into the neckties when a start of 
surprise made her stop short. Jean was facing her. 

‘What! You?’ she murmured, quite pale. 

He still had on his working overall and was bare-headed, his fair 
hair in disorder and curling over his girlish skin. Standing before a 
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a case full of narrow black ties, he seemed to be deep in reflection. 
‘What are you doing here?’ she went on. 

‘Why.’ he replied, ‘I was waiting for you! You forbade me to come 
So 1 came in all the same, but I haven't said a word to anyone. Oh. 
you needn't worry! Pretend you don’t know me, if you like.’ 

Some salesmen were already looking at them with a surprised air. 
Jean lowered his voice. 

“You know, she wanted to come with me. Yes. she’s in the square, 
by the fountain. . . . Give me the fifteen francs quickly, or we’re 
done for, as sure as eggs is eggs!’ 

At this, Denise became very agitated. People were laughing deris- 
ively, were listening to what was going on. As there was a staircase 
to the basement at the back of the tie department, she pushed her 
brother towards it and made him quickly go down it. Once down- 
stairs he went on with his story, embarrassed, racking his brains for 
facts, afraid of not being believed. 

‘Money’s nothing to her. She’s too refined . . . and as for her hus- 
band, well! He doesn’t care a damn about fifteen francs! He wouldn't 
give his wife permission for a million ... a glue manufacturer, did I 
tell you? They’re very high-class people. . . . No. it’s for a scoundrel, 
a friend of hers who saw us; and you see. if I don’t give him fifteen 
francs, this evening. . . 

‘Shut up,* murmured Denise. ‘Later ... go ahead, walk on. do!’ 
They had gone down into the dispatch department. The slack sea- 
son was sending the vast cellar to sleep, under the pallid light from 
the ventilators. It was cold there, silence was descending from the 
roof. But all the same a boy was taking the few parcels for the Mad- 
eleine district from one of the compartments; and on the big sorting 
table Campion, the head of the department was silling and swinging 
his legs, with his eyes wide open. 

Jean was starting off again: 

‘The husband, who has a big knife. . . .’ 

‘Go on, do!’ Denise repeated, still pushing him. 

They went down one of the narrow corridors, where the gas al- 
ways burned. To the right and left, in the depths of dark cellars, the 
reserve stocks were making piles of shadows behind the hoardings. 
Finally she stopped by one of these wattle screens. Doubtless no one 
would come; but it was forbidden, and she gave a shudder. 

‘If that scoundrel talks,’ Jean went on, ‘the husband who has a big 
knife. . . .’ 

‘Where do you think I can get fifteen francs from?’ Denise burst 
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out in despair. ‘Can’t you really be sensible? Such funny things keep 

on happening to you all the time!’ 

He smote his breast. In all his romantic inventions, he himself did 
not know what the precise truth was. He simply dramatized his finan- 
cial requirements, and at the root of it there was always some pres- 
sing necessity. 

‘I swear on everything I hold most sacred* that this time it s really 
true. ... I was holding her like this, and she was kissing me. . . .’ 

Once more she told him to be quiet; tortured, at the end of her 
tether, she lost her temper. 

‘I don’t want to hear about it. Keep your bad behaviour to your- 
self. It’s too disgu.sting, d’you understand? And you pester me every 
week, I’m killing myself to keep you supplied with francs. Yes. I sit 
up all night. . . . Not to mention the fact that you are taking the 

bread out of your brother’s mouth.’ 

Jean .stood gaping, his face pale. What! It was disgusting? And 
he did not understand; ever since his childhood he had treated his 
sister as a friend, it seemed quite natural to open his heart to Iier. He 
was choking above all at hearing that she sat up all night. The idea 
that he was killing her and squandering P6p6’s share overwhelmed 
him to such an extent that he began to cry. 

‘^’ou're riglu. I'm a roller,’ he exclaimed. ‘But it isn’t disgusting, 
really. On the contrary, and that’s why one goes on doing it. . . . 
You see. this one is twenty years old already. She thought she d make 
fun of me because I'm only ju.st seventeen. . . . My goodness! I m 
furious with myself! I could hit myself!’ 

He had taken her hands, he was kissing them, wetting them with 


tears. 

■( live me the fifteen francs, it'll be the last lime. 1 swear to you. . . . 
Or else, no! Dv>n‘t gi\e me anylliing. I’d rather die. If the husband 
murders me it’ll be good riddance for you.’ 

And. as s!ie loo was crying, lie had a tw inge of remorse. 

’[ .say ilint. but really. 1 don't know'. Perhaps he doesn’t want to 
kill anynne. . . . We'll manage, 1 promise you. sis. Come on. good- 
bye. I’m olT.’ 

But a sound (T fooi- teps at the end of the corridor alamied them. 
She pulled him o\er by the stores again, into a dark corner. For a 
moment they could no longer bear anything but the hiss of a gas- 
jet near them. Then the footsteps approached; and. craning her neck, 
she recognized Insiiecior Jouve who in his stiff way had just entered 
the corridor. Was it by chance that he was going that w'ay? Or had 
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some other supervisor, on duty at the door, tipped him off? She was 
seized with such fear that she lost her head; and she pushed Jean out 
of the dark hole where they were hiding, and drove him in front of 
her mumbling as she did so: 

‘Get out! Get out!’ 

They were both racing away, hearing as they did so the breath of 
old Jouve at their heels, for he had also started to run. They crossed 
through the dispatch department again and arrived at the foot of a 
stairway, the glazed well-hole of which opened on to the Rue de la 
Michodiere. 

‘Get out!’ repeated Denise. ‘Get out! If I can I’ll send you the fif- 
teen francs all the same.’ 

Jean, dazed, made his escape. The shopwalker who was just com- 
ing up. out of breath, caught sight only of a bit of white overall and 
some fair curls blown about by the wind in the street. He recovered 
his breath for a moment in order to regain his correct bearing. He 
had a brand new white necktie, taken from the lingerie department, 
and its knot, which was very wide, was shining like snow. 

‘Well, that’s a nice thing. Mademoiselle.’ he said, his lips trem- 
bling. ‘Yes, it’s a nice thing, a very nice thing. ... If you think that 
I’m going to tolerate nice things like that in the basement. . . .* 

And he went on pursuing her with this word, while she went uf>- 
stairs again to the shop, her throat choked with emotion, without be- 
ing able to think of anything to say in her own defence. Now she was 
bitterly regretting that she had run. Why hadn’t she explained her 
conduct, pointed out her brother? Again everyone would suppose the 
worst; and no matter how she might swear that it was untrue, they 
would not believe her. Yet once more she forgot Robineau, and went 
straight back to the department. 

Without waiting. Jouve went to the management to make his re- 
port. But the porter on duty told him that the director was with 
Monsieur Bourdoncle and Monsieur Robineau; the three of them 
had been talking for a quarter of an hour. The door, moreover, was 
half open; Mouret could be heard gaily asking the assistant if he had 
had a good holiday; there was not the slightest question of a dismis- 
sal — on the contrary, the conversation was about certain measures 
to be taken in the department. 

‘Do you want something. Monsieur Jouve?’ shouted Mouret. ‘Do 
come in!’ 

But some instinct forewarned the shopwalker. As Bourdoncle had 
left the room, Jouve preferred to tell the whole story to him. Slowly 
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they went along the shawl-gallery, walking side by side, one leaning 
fonvard and speaking in a very low voice, the other listening, not a 
a line of his hard face allowing his impressions to be seen. 

‘Very well.’ the latter said in the end. 

And as they had arrived outside the mantle department, he went into 
it. At that moment Madame Aurj^lie was losing her temper with 
Denise. Where had she been now? Madame Aurelie presumed that 
she wouldn’t say that she had gone up to the workroom this time? 
Really, these continual vanishings could not be tolerated any longer. 

‘Madame Aurelie,’ called Bourdoncle. 

He was making up his mind to force the issue, he did not want to 
consult Mourel. for fear that he might be weak. The buyer ad- 
vanced. and once more the story was related in undertones. The 
whole department was wailing, scenting a catastrophe. 

finally Madame Aurelie turned round with a grave air. 

‘Mademoiselle Baudu . . . .’ 

Her bloated imperial mask had the inexorable immobility of 
omni[X)tencc. 

‘Proceed to the pay-desk!’ 

'I he terrible sentence rang out very loudly through the department, 
which was then empty of customers. Denise had remained erect and 
while, holding her breath. Then in a broken voice she stammered: 

'Me! Me! But why? What have I done?’ 

Bourdoncle replied harshly that she was quite well aware what 
she had done and would do well not to press for an explanation: and 
he spoke of the neckties, and said that it would be a fine thing if all 
the girls were to meet men in the basement. 

‘But it’s iny brother!’ she cried, with the heart-rending anger of an 
oulraccd \ir‘iin. 


Marguerite and Clara started to laugh, while Madame Frederic, 
UMially so discreet, was also shaking her head with an air of incred- 

s .sasing it was her brother! It really was very silly! Then 
Denise looked at them all: at Bourdoncle who. from the first mom- 


ent, had not wanted her; at Jou\e. who had stayed there to give 
evidence, and from w lioni she could not expect any justice; and then 
at the girls, whose hearts she had not been able to melt in spite of 
nine months smiling courage, iluvso girls w ho w ere delighted to push 
her out at last. What was the good of struggling? Why try to foist 
herself on them when no one lilw'd her? And she went away without 


saying another word, she did not even cast a last glance at the salon 
where she had struggled for so long. 
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But, as soon as she was alone by the hall balustrade, her heart was 
wrung with a keener pain. No one liked her, and at the sudden 
thought of Mouret all her resignation left her. No! she could not 
accept a dismissal like that. Perhaps he would believe that dirty story 
about an assignation with a man in the depths of the cellars. This 
idea tortured her with shame, with an anguish such as she had never 
experienced until then. She wanted to go and find him, she would 
explain things to him, just so that he would know; for she did not 
mind leaving, once he knew the truth. And her old fear, the chill 
which froze her in his presence, suddenly broke out in a passionate 
need to see him and not to leave the shop without swearing to him 
that she had never belonged to another man. 

It was almost'ftve o’clock, in the cool evening air the shop was com- 
ing to life a little. Quickly she set off towards the director’s office. 
But, when she was outside the door she was once more overwhelmed 
with hopeless sadness. She was tongue-tied, the weight of existence 
was once more crushing her. He would not believe her, he would 
laugh like the others; and this fear made her lose heart. It was all 
over, she would be better off alone, out of sight, dead. And so. with- 
out even letting Deloche and Pauline know, she went at once to the 
pay-desk. 

‘Mademoiselle,’ said the clerk, ‘you’ve got twenty-two days, that 
makes eighteen francs seventy, to which seven francs percentage and 
bonus must be added That’s what you make it, isn’t it?’ 

‘Yes, Monsieur. . . . Thank you.’ 

And Denise was just going away with her money when she did. 
at last, meet Robineau. He had already heard of her dismissal, and 
promised to try to get in touch with the woman through whom he ^ 
had obtained the ties. He was comforting her in a whisper, carried 
away with anger. What an existence! to be at the continual mercy of 
a whim! To be thrown out from one moment to the next, without 
even being able to insist on the full month’s wages! Denise went up- 
stairs to inform Madame Cabin that she would try to send someone 
for her trunk during the course of the evening. Five o’clock was strik- 
ing when she found herself on the pavement in the Place Gaillon, 
dazed in the midst of the cabs and the crowd. 

The very evening, when Robineau was going home, he received 
a letter from the management informing him in four lines that, for 
reasons of an administrative nature, they would be forced to dispense 
with his services. He had been in the shop for seven years; that very 
afternoon he had been talking to those gentlemen; it was a stagger- 
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ing blow. Hutin and Favier were celebrating victory in the silk de- 
partment just as boisterously as Marguerite and Clara were exulting 
in the mantle department. Good riddance! A clean sweep made room! 
Only Deloche and Pauline, when they met as they went through the 
crowd in the departments, exchanged heart-broken \\ ords, regretting 
Denise, who had been so gentle and so upright. 

‘Ah.’ the young man would say. ‘if ever she should make good 
anywhere else. I wish she'd come back here to show all those good- 
for-nothings a thing or two!’ 

It was Bourdoncle who bore the brunt of Mouret’s violent reaction 
to the affair. When the latter heard of Denise’s dismissal he became 
extremely angry. Usually he had very little to do with the staff; but 
this lime he alfecled to consider that there had been an encroach- 
ment of power, an attempt to evade his authority. Was he no longer 
the muster, by any chance, for people to take it on themselves to give 
orders? Everything mu.st pass through his hand.s. absolutely every- 
thing; and he would break anyone who resisted him, like a straw. 
Then when, in a nervous torment which he was unable to hide, he 
had tnade personal iiujuiries. he lo.st his temper again. The poor girl 
had not been lying; it really was her brother. Campion had fully 
recognized Iiiin. So why should she be dismissed? He even talked of 
taking her on again. 

Meanwhile Bourdoncle, strong with passive rcsistence, bent his 
back beneath the siorni. He was studying Mouret. Finally, one day 
\s hen he .saw that he was calmer, he ventured to say. in a special tone 
of voice: 

‘It’s belter for everyone that she’s gone.' 

Mouret became embarrassed, his face flushed. 

’I '[>)n my \sord.' he answered, laughing, ‘perhaps you’re right. . . . 

! et’s gel down and have a look at the sale. It’s picking up, we made 
nearly a hundred thousand francs vesterdav.’ 
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VII 


F o R a moment Denise had remained dazed on the pavement in the 
sunshine which, at five o’clock, was still scorching. July was warm- 
ing the gutters, Paris was bathed in its chalky summer light full of 
blinding reflections. And the catastrophe had been so sudden, she 
had been pushed out so roughly, that she was mechanically turning 
over the twenty-five francs seventy centimes in her pocket, while 
wondering where to go and what to do. 

A whole queue of cabs prevented her from leaving the pavement 
by the Bonheur des Dames. When she was able to venture between 
the wheels, she crossed the Place Gaillon as if she wanted to go to the 
Rue Louis-le-Grand; then she changed her mind and went towards 
the Rue Saint-Roch. But she still had no plan, for she stopped at liie 
corner of the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs which, after having 
looked about her in an irresolute way, she finally took. When she 
saw the Choiseul arcade she went down it, found herself in the Rue 
Monsigny without knowing how she had got there, and ended up 
again in the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin. Her ears were filled with 
buzzing, and the thought of her trunk came back to her at the sight 
of a street-porter; but where could she have it taken to, and why all 
that difficulty when only an hour earlier she had still had a bed in 
which to sleep that night? 

Then, looking up at the houses, she began to examine the windows. 
Placards succeeded each other. She saw them confusedly, continu- 
ally overwhelmed afresh as she was by the internal commotion 
which was shaking her to the roots. Was it possible? Alone, from one 
minute to the next, lost in this huge, unknown city, unprotected, 
penniless! Yet she had to eat and sleep, all the same. The streets 
sueceeded each other, the Rue des Moulins, the Rue Sainte-Anne. 
She scoured the neighbourhood, retracing her footsteps, always com- 
ing back to the only square which she knew well. Suddenly she was 
dumbfounded, she was once more outside the Bonheur des Dames; 
and, in order to escape from this obsession, she plunged into the Rue 
de la Michodi^re. 

Fortunately Baudu was not at his doorway; behind its dark win- 
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dow-panes the Vieil Elbeuf seemed dead. She would never have 
dared go to her uncle’s, for he affected to have nothing to do with 
her any longer and, in the misfortune which he had predicted would 
befall her, she did not want to be a burden to him. But, on the other 
side of the street a yellow placard caught her eye: furnished room 
TO LET. The house looked so poor that it was the first one which did 
not intimidate her. Then she recognized it, with its two low stories, 
with its rust-coloured front, squeezed in between the Bonheur des 
Dames and what had once been the Duvillard mansion. On the thres- 
hold of the umbrella shop old Bourras, long-haired and bearded like 
a prophet, with spectacles on his nose, was examining the ivory of a 
walking-stick knob. He rented the whole house, and sub-let the two 
upper stories furnished in order to help pay his rent. 

‘You have a room to let. Monsieur?’ asked Denise, obeying an in- 
stinctive urge. 

He raised his large eyes covered with thick eyebrows, surprised at 
seeing her. All those girls were known to him. And after looking at 
her clean little dress and decent appearance, he replied: 

‘It’s not for the likes of you.’ 

‘How much is it, then?’ Denise went on. 

‘Fifteen francs a month.’ 

At that, she asked to see it. In the narrow shop, as he was still 
staring at her with an astonished air, she told him how she had left 
the Bonheur and of her desire not to be an embarrassment to her 
uncle. Finally the old man went to fetch a key from the room at the 
back of the shop, a dark room where he cooked and slept; beyond 
it. behind a dusty window-pane, the greenish light of an internal 
courtyard, scarcely two yards wide, could be seen. 

‘I’ll go first so you won’t fall,’ said Bourras in the damp passage- 
way which skirted the shop. 

He stumbled against a step and went up, multiplying his warnings. 
Careful! The banisters were against the wall, there was a hole at 
the corner, sometimes tenants left their dustbins on the stairs. Den- 
ise. in total darkness, could distinguish nothing, but could only feel 
the chilliness of the old. damp plaster-work. However, on the first 
fioor, a small pane opening on to the courtyard enabled her to 
see vaguely, a.s if from the depths of a stagnant pond, the warped 
staircase, the walls black with filth, the cracked and peeling 
doors. 

‘If only one of these rooms was free!’ Bourras went on. ‘You’d 
be fine there. . . . But they’re always occupied by ladies.* 


174 



On the second floor the light increased, illuminating the stairs of 
the dwelling with a garish pallor. A baker’s apprentice occupied the 
first room; and it was the other, at the back, which was vacant. When 
Bourras had opened the door he had to remain on the landing so that 
Denise could have space to inspect the room. The bed, in the corner 
by the door, left just enough space for one person to pass. At the end 
of the room there was a little walnut-wood chest of drawers, a table 
of black pine-wood, and two chairs. Tenants who did a little cook- 
ing used to kneel down in front of the fireplace, where there was a 
clay oven. 

‘Upon my word!’ the old man was saying, ‘it’s not grand, but the 
window’s gay, you can see the people in the street.’ 

And, as Denise was looking with surprise at the corner of the ceil- 
ing above the bed, where a lady who had made a brief stay there had 
written her name ‘Ernestine’ by moving a candle flame along, he 
added good-naturedly; 

‘If one were to repair it. one would never be able to make both 
ends meet Well, it’s all I’ve got.’ 

‘It’ll suit me very well,’ the girl declared. 

She paid for a month in advance, asked for the linen, a pair of 
sheets and two towels, and made her bed without waiting, happy, 
relieved to know where she would spend the night. An hour later she 
had sent someone to fetch her trunk, and she had settled in. 

During the first two months she suffered terrible privations. Be- 
ing unable to pay for P6p6’s board and lodging any longer, she had 
taken him back to live with her, and he slept on an old easy chair lent 
by Bourras. She needed exactly one franc fifty a day. including the 
rent, providing she herself livwi on dry bread so as to give a little 
meat to the child. For the first fortnight things did not go too badly: 
she had started off with ten francs for the housekeeping, then she had 
the good luck to find the woman again who had let her have the ties, 
who paid her the eighteen francs thirty she owed her. But after that 
she was completely destitute. In vain did she apply to shops, in the 
Place Clichy, at the Bon Marchd, at the Louvre; everywhere the off 
season was stopping business, they told her to come back in the 
autumn, more than five thousand shop-assistants, dismissed like her 
were tramping the streets without work. Then she tried to get some 
small odd jobs: only in her ignorance of Paris she did not know where 
to apply, she accepted ungrateful tasks and did not even always get 
paid for them. Some evenings she would make P6p6 dine alone on 
soup, telling him that she had already eaten outside, and she would 
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go to bed. her head buzzing, fed by nothing but the fever which was 
making her hands bum. When Jean turned up in the midst of tWs 
poverty he would say he was a scoundrel with such despairing vio- 
lence that she was obliged to lie to him; often she would still find a 
way to slip him a couple of francs to prove to him that she had some- 
thing put aside. She never wept in front of the children. On Sundays 
when she was able to cook a bit of veal in the fireplace, kneelmg on 
the floor, the narrow room would echo with the gaiety of children, 
heedless of existence. Then Jean would go back to his work, P6p6 
would fall asleep, and she would pass a hideous night, in agonies for 
the morrow. 

Other fears kept her awake, too. The two ladies on the first floor 
used to receive visitors very late; and sometimes a man would make 
a mistake, come upstairs and bang with his fists on her door. As 
Bourras had calmly told her not to reply, she used to bury her head 
under her pillow to escape from the oaths. Then her neighbour, the 
baker, had wanted to have a bit of fun; he only came back in the 
morning, and would lie in wait for her when she went to fetch her 
water; he even made holes in the dividing-wall and watched her 
washing her face, which forced her to hang her clothes all along the 
wall. But she suffered even more from being pestered in the street, 
from the continual obsession of passers-by. She could not go down 
to buy a candle in those muddy streets where the dissolute living of 
old neighbourhoods prowled about, without hearing an eager whistle 
or crude words of lust behind her; and encouraged by the house s 
sordid aspect, men followed her right to the end of the dark passage- 
way. Why on earth had she not got a lover? That surprised people, 
seemed ridiculous. She would have to succumb one day. She would 
not have been able to explain herself how she managed to resist un- 
der the threat of hunger, and surrounded by the heady desires with 
which the air about her was laden. 

One evening Denise did not even have any bread for P6p6’s soup, 
when a gentleman wearing a medal started to follow her. Outside the 
passage-way he became brutal, and she, revolted and disgusted, 
slammed the door in his face. Then, upstairs, she sat down, her hands 
shaking. The little boy was asleep. What should she reply to him if he 
should wake up and ask for something to eat? And yet, she had only 
to have consented, her poverty would have been at an end, she would 
have had money, dresses and a fine room. It was easy, they said 
everyone did it in the end because in Paris a woman could not live on 
what she earned. But her whole being revolted against it, she felt no 
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indignation against others tor giving in. but merely an aversion to 
anything dirty or senseless. She looked at life in a logical, wise and 
courageous way. She would often examine her thoughts in this strain. 
An old ballad would go through her head, about a sailor s fiancee 
whose love protected her from the perils of waiting for him. At Va - 
ognes she used to hum the sentimental refrain while looking at the 
eSpty street. Had she, too. love in her heart for someone which en- 
abW her to be so brave? She still dreamed uneasily of Hutin. Each 
day she saw him pass beneath her window. Now that he was assis- 
tant buyer he walked alone, surrounded by ‘he ■'cspect of the ordi - 
arv salesmen. Never did he raise his head, and she believed that it 
was the young man’s vanity which made her suffer, and would watc 
him without fear of being caught. And as soon as she “‘’S'’' s'g 
of Mouret, who also went by every evening, she would begin to 
tremble, and would quickly hide her heart beating. There was no 
need for him to know where she was living; and then, she was 
ashamed of the house, she was grieved at what he might think of her. 

even though they might never meet again. . , 

In any case, Denise was still living in the movement of the Bonheur 

des Dantes, Only a wall separated her room from her old department, 
and from the morning onwards she would relive her days ‘he‘^ ^ 
could sense the crowd growing with the 'ncreasing hum of 
The slightest sounds would shake the old hovel clinging on to the 
giant’s ^side; it beat with that enoniious pulse. Besides, pciiisc 
Luld not avoid sometimes meeting people. Twice she found herself 
face to face with Pauline who. grieved to know that she was Kid y 
off offered to help her. She had even been obliged to he m order to 
avoid her friend coming to see her or having to go and visit her one 
Sunday at Baugd’s place. But it was more difficult to keep Deloche 
hopeleL affection at bay; he kept on the look-out for her. was aware 
of Si her worries, wailed for her in doonvays; one evening he had 
wanted toTend h« thirty francs-his brother’s savings, so he said 
very red in the face. And these meetings made her miss the shop all 
th7time. made her take part in the internal life which was going on 

there as if she had never left il. ^ , 

^No one ever came up to Denise’s room. One 
surprised to hear a knock on the door. It was Colomban. She stood 
up^o receive him. He. very embarrassed, first stammeringly asked 
her about herself and spoke of the Vieil Elbeuf. Perhaps her ncle 
Ludu. regretting his hardness, had sent him; for Baudu sull d^ 
not even greet his niece when he saw her. although he could not ha e 
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been unaware of the poverty in which she was living. But, when she 
questioned the shop-assistant outright, he appeared to be even more 
embarrassed: no, no, it was not his employer who had sent him; and 
in the end he mentioned Clara, he just wanted to talk about Clara. 
Little by little he became braver, asked for advice, thinking that 
Denise could further his cause with her one-time colleague. She 
vainly tried to discourage him, reproaching him for making Gene- 
vieve unhappy just for a heartless trollop. He came back another 
day, he acquired the habit of coming to see her. This was enough to 
satisfy his timid passion, he would endlessly begin the same conver- 
sation all over again, trembling with joy at being with a woman who 
had been in close contact with Clara. And as a result Denise partici- 
pated even more in life at the Bonheur des Dames. 

It was towards the end of September that the girl experienced 
really dire poverty. P^p^ had fallen ill, with a disquietingly heavy cold 
which worried her. He should have been fed on beef tea, but she did 
not even have any bread. One day when, feeling vanquished, she was 
sobbing in one of those fits of black despair which make girls take 
to the streets or throw themselves into the Seine, old Bourras gently 
knocked at the door. He had brought a loaf and a milk-can full of 
beef tea. 

‘Here, this is for the little boy!" he said in his gruff way. ‘Don't cry 
so loud, it upsets my tenants." 

And as she was thanking him in a fresh bout of tears, he added: 

‘Be quiet, can’t you. . . . Come and see me to-morrow. Fve got 
some work for you." 

Since the terrible blow which the Bonheur des Dames had struck 
him by creating an umbrella and sunshade department, Bourras no 
longer employed any staff. In order to reduce costs he did every- 
thing hlm.sclf, cleaning, repairs and sewing. In any case, his custom- 
ers were diminishing to such an extent that sometimes there was no 
work to be done. And so when he installed Denise in a corner of his 
shop the next day he had to invent work for her. After all, he could 
not let people die in his house. 

‘You’ll have two francs a day,’ he said. ‘When you find something 
belter you can drop me." 

She was afraid of him. and she finished her work so quickly that 
he did not know what else to give her to do. There were pieces of 
silk to be sewn, there was lace to be repaired. For the first few days 
she did not dare raise her head, it embarrassed her to feel him near 
her, with his old lion’s mane and his hooked nose, his piercing eyes 
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beneath the wiry tufts of his eyebrows. His voice was harsh, his ges- 
tures were crazy, and mothers in the neighbourhood would terrify 
their children by threatening to send for him. as one sends for the 
police. Yet urchins would never go past his door without shouting 
out some kind of abuse, which he did not even seem to hear. All his 
maniacal fury was worked off on the wretches who were dishonour- 
ing his craft by selling cheap goods, trash, goods which even dogs 
wouldn’t want to use. as he was wont to say. 

Denise would tremble when he shouted furiously to her: 

‘Art is done for. d’you hear! You can’t find a decent handle any- 
where. They make bits of stick, but handles, they’re finished! Find 
me a handle, and I’ll give you twenty francs!’ 

He had the pride of an artist, there was not a workman in Pans 
capable of making a handle like the ones he made, both light and at 
the same time strong. Above all he carved the knobs on them with 
delightful imagination, always finding fresh subjects, flowers, fruit, 
animals, heads, executed in a life-like and spontaneous way. He used 
nothing but a penknife, and he could be seen for whole days 
at a stretch, his spectacles on his nose, carving boxwood or 

ebony. . 

*A lot of ignoramuses/ he would say, ‘who are satisfied with glue- 

ing silk on whalebone! They buy their handles by the gross, ready- 
made handles And they can sell as many as they like! You mark 

my words, art’s done for!’ 

In the end Denise conquered her misgivings. He had wanted Pepe 
to come down and play in the shop, for he adored children. When 
the little boy was playing on all fours there was no room to turn 
round, with her sitting in her corner doing repairs, and Bourras by 
the window carving wood with his penknife. Each day now brought 
the same tasks and the same conversations. As he worked he would 
always come back to discussing the Bonheur des Dames again, he 
would never tire of explaining the stage his terrific duel with it had 
reached. Since 1845 he had been in that house, for which he had a 
thirty years’ lease at a rent of eighteen hundred francs; and. as he 
made a thousand francs out of his four furnished rooms, the shop 
cost him eight hundred francs. It was not much, he had no expenses, 
he could hold out for a long time yet. It sounded, to listen to him. 
as if there was no doubt of his victory, he would devour the monster. 

Suddenly he would break off. 

‘I ask you, have they got any dogs’ heads like that?’ 

And he would screw up his eyes behind his glasses the better to 
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judge the head he was carving — the head of a mastiff with its lips 
drawn back and its fangs showing in a growl which was full of life. 
P6p6, in raptures at the dog, would raise himself up to look at it, 
leaning his two little arms on the old man’s knees. 

‘So long as I can make both ends meet, I don’t care about any- 
thing else,’ the latter would resume, delicately attacking the tongue 
with the tip of his p)enknife as he did so. ‘The rascals have killed my 
profits; but. if I’m not making anything nowadays, all the same I’m 
not losing anything so far, or at least very little. You see, Fm deter- 
mined to leave my bones here rather than give in.’ 

He was brandishing his tool, his white hair was blowing about in 
a gust of anger. 

‘All the same,’ Denise would venture to say gently, without look- 
ing up from her needle. ‘If they were to offer you a reasonable sum 
it would be wiser to accept.’ 

At that his fierce obstinacy would flare up. 

‘Never! If they held a knife at my throat. I’d say no, by God! I’ve 
still got ten years’ lease, they won’t get the shop until ten years are 
up, and I’ll have to be starving between four empty walls. . . . Twice 
already they’ve been here, trying to get round me. They were offer- 
ing me twelve thousand francs for the business and eighteen thou- 
sand francs for the remaining years of the lease, thirty thousand al- 
together. ... I wouldn’t sell, not for fifty thousand! I’ve got them, I 
want to see them lick the dust in front of me!’ 

‘Thirty thousand francs, that’s pretty good.’ Denise would re- 
sume. ‘You could go and set up shop further away. . . . And what if 
they bought the house?’ 

Bourras, who was finishing off his mastiff’s tongue, was for a mom- 
ent engrossed, with a childish smile spread vaguely over his snowy 
face, like God the Father. Then he started off again. 

‘The house is in no danger! They were talking of buying it last 
year, they were offering eighty thousand francs, double what it’s 
worth to-day. But the landlord, a retired greengrocer, a scoundrel 
like them, wanted to blackmail them. And in any case they don’t 
trust me. they know very well that I’d be even less likely to give 
in. . . . No! No! Here I am. here I stay! All the king’s horses and 
all the king’s men wouldn’t be able to make me budge!’ 

Denise did not dare breathe another word. She went on sewing, 
while between two notches with his knife the old man would let fall 
further broken phrases: this was only the beginning, later they’d see 
extraordinary things happen, he’d got ideas which would make a 
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clean sweep of their umbrella department; at the roots of his obstin- 
acy was the muttered rebellion of the small individual manufacturer 
against the commonplace invasion of cheap store goods. 

P6p6 had, meanwhile, finally succeeded in climbing on to Bour- 
ras’s lap. He was holding out impatient hands towards the mastiff’s 
head. 

‘Give, Monsieur.’ 

‘In a minute, darling,’ the old man would reply in a voice becom- 
ing softened with tenderness. ‘He hasn’t any eyes, I must make his 
eyes now.’ 

And while he was fiddling with one of the eyes, he once more ad- 
dressed Denise. 

‘Can you hear them? What a roar they do make, next door! That’s 
what exasperates me most of all, honestly! Having them on top of 
one all the lime like that, with their damned music like a steam 
engine.’ 

It made his little table vibrate, so he said. The whole shop was 
shaken by it. he would spend his afternoons without a single cus- 
tomer. being jarred by the vibration caused by the crowd squeezing 
in to the Bonheur des Dames. It was a subject upon which he was 
eternally harping. There, they’d had another good day. there was a 
din on the other side of the wall, the silk department must have made 
ten thousand francs; or else he was jubilant, the wall had remained 
unresponsive, a shower of rain had killed the takings. The slightest 
sounds, the faintest murmurs would thus provide him with endless 
occasions for comment. 

‘There! Someone slipped! Oh! If only they could all fall and break 
their necks! And that, my dear, is some ladies quarrelling. So much 
the better! So much the belter! D’you hear the parcels going down 
into the basement, eh? It’s disgusting!’ 

It was no use for Denise to argue with him about it. for then he 
would bitterly remind her of the shameful manner in which she had 
been dismissed. Then she would have to describe for him for the 
hundredth time the months she had spent in the dress department, 
her sufferings at the beginning, the small, unhealthy bedrooms, the 
bad food, the everlasting battle between the salc.smcn; and thus, from 
morning till evening, the two of them would talk of nothing but the 
shop, drinking it in all the time in the very air which they were breath- 
ing. 

‘Give me. Monsieur,’ P6p6 was eagerly repeating, still holding out 
his hands. 
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The mastiff’s head was finished, Bourras was making it go back- 
wards and forwards with boisterous gaiety. 

‘Look out. he’s going to bite you. . . . There you are, amuse your- 
self with it, and try not to break it.’ 

Then, once more overwhelmed by his obsession, he would shake 
his fist at the wall. 

‘You can push as hard as you like to make the house fall down. . . . 
But you won’t get it, not even if you overrun the whole 
street!’ 

Now Denise always had something to eat. She felt deep gratitude 
to the old shop-keeper, whose kind heart she could sense beneath his 
violent eccentricities. Nevertheless, she had a keen desire to find 
work elsewhere, for she saw him inventing little jobs, and realized 
that since his business was collapsing he did not need any staff, and 
that he employed her out of pure charity. Six months had passed, the 
winter slack season had just started again. She was losing hope of 
finding herself a job before March when one evening in January Del- 
oche, who was lying in wait for her in a doorway, gave her some 
advice. Why did she not go and apply at Robineau’s. for perhaps 
they needed staff there? 

In September Robineau had made up his mind to buy Vin^ard’s 
business, although he feared he was endangering his wife’s sixty 
thousand francs by so doing. He had paid forty thousand francs for 
the silk shop, and he was launching out in business with the other 
twenty thousand. It was not much, but he had Gaujean behind him, 
who Nvas to support him with long credits. Since his estrangement 
from the Bonheur des Dames Gaujean had been longing to create 
competition to the colossus; he believed that victory would be cer- 
tain if several specialized shops where customers could find a very 
varied choice of goods could be created in the neighbourhood. It was 
only the rich manufacturers in Lyons, like Dumonteil, who could 
meet the requirements of the big shops; they were content to keep 
their looms busy for them, taking a chance on subsequently making 
profits by selling to less important shops. But Gaujean was far from 
being of Dumonteil’s calibre. For many years nothing but a commis- 
sion-agent, he had only liad his own looms for five or six years, and 
he still employed a good many home-workers, whom he provided 
with raw materials and paid so much per yard. In fact, it was this 
system which, by increasing his manufacturing costs, prevented him 
from competing with Dumonteil for supplying the Paris-Bonheur. 
He bore a grudge about this, and saw in Robineau the means for a 

182 


decisive battle against the cheap drapery stores, which he accused of 
ruining French manufacturers. 

When Denise went to apply for a job she found Madame Robin- 
eau alone. She was the daughter of a foreman platelayer in tlie High- 
ways Department, was absolutely ignorant about business matters, 
and still had the charming awkwardness of a girl brought up as a 
boarder in a convent in Blois. She was very dark, very pretty, with a 
gay gentleness about her which gave her great charm. Moreover, 
she adored her husband, and lived only for this love. Denise was just 
about to leave her name, when Robineau came in and he engaged 
her on the spot, as it so happened that one of his tw'o sales-girls had 
left him the day before to go to the Bonheur des Dames. 

‘They don’t leave us a single promising person,’ he said. ‘Anyway 
with you I shan’t worry, for you’re like me, you can’t be very fond 
of them. , . . Come to-morrow.’ 

That evening Denise was at a loss as to how to tell Bourras that 
she was leaving him. He did, in fact, say she was ungrateful and lost 
his temper: and then, when she defended herself with tears in her 
eyes, giving him to understand that his acts of charity had not taken 
her in, he became emotional in his turn, stammering that he had 
plenty’ of work, that she was abandoning him just at the moment 
when he was going to bring out a new umbrella which he had inven- 
ted. 

‘What about P^p6?’ he asked. 

The child was Denise’s great worry. She did not dare send him 
back to Madame Gras, and at the same time could not leave him 
alone in her room, shut in from morning to night. 

‘Don’t worry. I’ll keep him,’ the old man went on. ‘He’s all right 
in my shop, the little fellow We’ll do the cooking together!’ 

And as she, afraid of being a nuisance to him, was refusing, he 

said: ,. 

‘Good heavens! You do distrust me . . . I’m not going to eat him, 

you know!’ 

Denise was happier at Robineau’s. He paid her very little, sixty 
francs a month, and gave her nothing but her meals, no interest on 
sales, as was the custom in old-fashioned shops. But she was treated 
with great kindness, especially by Madame Robineau, who was al- 
ways smiling behind the counter. He. nervy and worried, was some- 
times inclined to be abrupt. By the time a month had passed Denise 
belonged to the family, as did the other sales-girl. a little woman who 
was consumptive and taciturn. The family no longer stood on cere- 
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mony with the girls, but talked business during meals in the room 
at the back of the shop, which opened on to a big courtyard. And it 
was there, one evening, that it was decided to start a camjraign 
against the Bonheur dcs Dames. 

Gaujean had come to dinner. As soon as the joint, a homely leg of 
mutton, was served, he had broached the question in the toneless 
voice, thickened by the Rhone mists, of a man from Lyons. 

‘It’s becoming impossible,’ he was repeating. ‘You see, they go to 
Dumonteil’s and have the exclusive rights of a design reserved for 
themselves and insisting on a rebate of fifty centimes a yard, they 
carry off three hundred lengths on the sfwt; what’s more, as they pay 
with ready cash, they also profit by the eighteen per cent discount . . , 
often Dumonteil doesn't even make twenty centimes. He works in 
order to keep his looms busy, for an idle loom is a dying loom. . . . 
So how can you expect us, with our more limited equipment and 
above all with our home-workers, to keep up the struggle?’ 

Robineau, pensive, was forgetting to eat. 

‘Three hundred lengths!’ he murmured. ‘Why, 1 quake with fwr 
when I take twelve, and with ninety days to pay. . . , They can price 
it at a franc, or two francs cheaper than we can. I’ve worked out that 
their list prices are at least fifteen per cent lower compared to 
ours. . . . That’s what kills small tradespeople.’ 

He was in a mood of despondency. His wife, worried, was look- 
ing at him tenderly. Business was quite beyond her, she was bewil- 
dered by all those figures, and did not understand why one should 
take on a worry like that when it was so easy to be gay and love each 
other. Nevertheless, it was enough for her that her husband wished 
to conquer; she too became full of enthusiasm, and would have been 
willing to die at her counter. 

‘But why don’t all the manufacturers come to an agreement be- 
tween themselves?’ Robineau went on violently. ‘They would lay 
down the law to them, instead of having to submit to it.* 

Gaujean. who had asked for another slice of mutton, was slowly 
munching. 

‘Ah! Why. why. . . . The looms must work, as I told you. When 
one has weaving being done all over the place, in the Gard. in the 
Is6re. one can’t stop work for a day without enormous losses. . . . 
Then, people like me who sometimes employ home-workers with 
ten or fifteen looms, we are more the masters of production from 
the point of view of stock; whereas the big manufacturers are always 
obliged to get rid of their stock at quickly as they can on the widest 
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possible market. . , . That’s why they do go down on their knees to 
the big shops. I know three or four of them who quarrel over them, 
who are willing to lose money in order to obtain their orders. And 
they make it up on the small shops like yours. Yes, if the big shops 
keep them going, it’s out of you that they make the profits. . . . God 
knows how the crisis will end!’ 

‘It’s odious!’ concluded Robineau, who felt better after this cry of 
rage. 

Denise, with her instinctive love for logic and life, was listening in 
silence. Secretly she was on the side of the big shops. They fell silent, 
they were eating some bottled French beans; finally she ventured to 
say gaily: 

‘Anyway, the public doesn’t complain!’ 

Madame Robineau could not suppress a mild laugh, which dis- 
pleased her husband and Gaujean. Of course the customers were 
satisfied since, after all. it was the customers who profited from the 
reduction in prices. Only, everyone had to live; where would one get 
if, under the pretext of general well-being, one were to make the con- 
sumer fat at the expense of the producer? And an argument started. 
While pretending to joke, Denise was at the same time producing 
sound arguments: the middle-men, factory agents, travellers, com- 
mission agents, were disappearing — which was an imporLint factor 
in reducing prices; what is more, the manufacturers could not even 
exist without the big shops, for as soon as one of them lost their cus- 
tom, bankruptcy became inevitable; finally, it was anyway a natural 
development of business, it was impossible to stop things going the 
way they were going, when everyone was working for it, whether 
they likii it or not. 

‘So you’re on the side of the people who kicked you into the 
street?’ Gaujean asked. 

Denise became very red. She was surprised herself at the fervour 
with which she was defending them. What could there be in her heart 
to make such passion mount within her? 

‘Goodness, no!’ she answered. ‘I’m probably wrong, you know 
more about it ... 1 just said what I thought. Prices, instead of being 
fixed by about fifty shops like they used to be, are fixed nowadays by 
four or five, which have lowered them, thanks to the power of their 
capital and the number of their customers. ... So much the better 
for the public, that’s all!’ 

Robineau kept his temper. He had become grave, and was looking 
at the table-cloth. He had often felt the new way of business in the 
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air. this development of which the girl was talking; and be used to 
wonder, in his clear-sighted moments, why he should want to resist 
a current of such force, which would carry all before it. Madame 
Robineau herself, seeing her husband thoughtful, ^ve a look of 
approval at Denise, who had relapsed into silence again. 

‘Look here,’ Gaujean resumed, ‘to cut a long story short, all that 
is just theories Let’s talk about what concerns us.’ 

Following the cheese, the maid had just served preserves and pears. 
He helped himself to preserves, and ate them by the sjwonful, with 
the unconscious greed of a fat man who loved sweet things. 

‘What you must do is to beat their Paris-Bonheur. which was their 
great success this year . . . I’ve come to an understanding with some 
of my colleagues in Lyons, and I’m going to make you an exceptional 
offer, a black silk, a faille, which you’ll be able to sell at five francs 
fifty. . . . They sell theirs at five francs sixty, don’t they? Very well! 
It’ll be ten centimes cheaper, and that’s enough, you’ll do for them. 

Robineau’s eyes had lit up again. His nerves were always in a 
turmoil, and he would frequently jump from fear to hope like 
that. 

‘Have you got a pattern?’ he asked. 

When Gaujean had taken a little square of silk from his note-case, 
he was quite overcome with enthusiasm, and exclaimed: 

‘But it’s even finer than the Paris-Bonheur! In any case, it makes 
more effect, the texture’s got more body to it. . . . You’re right, we 
must have a shot at it. Oh, you know I want them at my feet this 
lime, or else I give up!’ 

Madame Robineau, sharing this enthusiasm, declared that the silk 
was superb. Even Denise thought they would be successful. Thus the 
end of the dinner was very gay. They were talking in loud voices, it 
seemed as if the Bonheur des Dames was already at its last ^sp. 
Gaujean, who was finishing off the jar of preserves, was explaining 
what enormous sacrifices he and his colleagues were going to impose 
on themselves in order to supply a material of that kind so cheaply; 
they would rather ruin themselves over it, for they had sworn to kill 
the big shops. As the coffee was being brought the gaiety was even 
more enhanced by the arrival of Vin9ard. He had been passing by, 
and had come in to say a word of greeting to his successor. 

‘Capital!’ he exclaimed, feeling the silk. ‘You’ll beat them, I’ll be 
bound! You ought to be very grateful to me, eh? Didn’t I tell you 
that this place was a gold mine?’ 

He himself had just taken a restaurant at Vincennes. It was a 
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dream of long standing which he had secretly cherished while he was 
struggling in the silk business, terrified that he would not be able to 
sell his business before the crash came, and swearing that he would 
put what little money he had into a business in which one could rob 
people in comfort. The idea of a restaurant had come to him after a 
cousin’s wedding; stomachs were always good business, for he had 
been made to pay ten francs for some washing-up water with a few 
noodles swimming about in it. Faced with the Robineaus. his joy at 
having saddled them with a bad business of which he had been des- 
pairing of ridding himself made his face with its round eyes and its 
big, honest mouth, seem even broader. 

‘And what about your pains?’ Madame Robineau asked kindly. 

‘What’s that? My pains?’ he murmured, astonished. 

‘Yes, the rheumatism which made your life a misery here.’ 

He recollected and blushed slightly. 

‘Oh! I’ve still got it. . . . However, the country air, you know. . . 
Never mind, you’ve got a splendid bargain. It it hadn’t been for my 
rheumatism I’d have retired with an income of ten thousand francs 
before ten years were out. . . . Honestly I would have.’ 

A fortnight later the struggle between Robineau and the Bonheur 
des Dames began. It made news, and for a moment the whole Paris- 
ian market was taken up with it. Robineau. using his opponent’s own 
weapons, had advertised in the newspapers. Moreover, he took great 
trouble with his display, heaped up enormous piles of the celebrated 
silk in his windows, announced it with huge while placards on which 
the price of five francs fifty stood out in giant figures. It was this figure 
which caused a revolution amongst the ladies — ten centimes cheaper 
than at the Bonheur des Dames, and the silk seemed to be thicker! 
From the very first day there was a stream of customers: Madame 
Marty, under the pretext of showing how economical she was, bought 
a dress which she did not need, Madame Bourdelais said the material 
was lovely, but she would rather wait, sensing no doubt what was 
going to happen. And in fact, the next week Mouret made no bones 
about it and reduced the price of the Paris-Bonheur by twenty cen- 
times. selling it at five francs forty; he had had a lively discussion 
with Bourdoncle and the others concerned before convincing them 
that they must agree to take up the glove, and risk losing on the pur- 
chase price; those twenty centimes meant a dead loss, for the .silk was 
already being sold at cost price. It was a severe blow for Robineau. 
he had not believed that his rival would lower prices, for such suici- 
dal competitions, such sales at a loss, were as yet unprecedented; 
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and the stream of customers, responding to the lower prices, bad im- 
mediately flowed back to the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin again, while 
the shop in the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs was emptying. Gau- 
jean rushed up from Lyons, there were anxious confabulations, and 
in the end an heroic decision was taken: the price of the silk would 
be reduced, they would let it go at five francs thirty, a price below 
which no one in their senses would go. The next day Mouret priced 
his material at five francs twenty. And. from then on, everyone went 
mad. Robineau replied with five francs fifteen, Mouret changed his 
price tickets to five francs ten. They were both fighting with only five 
centimes, and each time they made this gift to the public they were 
losing considerable sums. The customers were all smiles, delighted 
with this duel, excited by the terrible blows the two shops were giv- 
ing each other in order to please them. Finally, Mouret ventured the 
figure of five francs; his staff was pale, its blood running cold at such 
defiance of fortune. Robineau. utterly crushed, winded, likewise 
stopped at five francs, not having the courage to go down any lower. 
They remained entrenched, face to face, with the wreckage of their 
goods around them. 

But if, on both sides, honour w'as saved, for Robineau at any rate 
the situation was becoming critical. The Bonheur des Dames had 
loans and a sufficient number of customers to enable it to break even; 
whereas he. backed up only by Gaujean, unable to make good his 
losses with other wares, was at a low ebb. and every day was slipping 
a little further down the slope towards bankruptcy. He was perishing 
as a result of his rashness, in spite of the large number of customers 
which he had gained as a result of the ups and downs of the struggle. 
One of his secret torments was to see those customers slowly leaving 
him to go back to the Bonheur des Dames, after all the money he had 
lost and the efforts he had made in order to win them over. 

One day. indeed, his patience deserted him. A customer, Madame 
de Boves, had come to see his stock of coats, for he had added a 
ready-made clothes department to the silks which were his speciality. 
She could not make up her mind, and was complaining of the quality 
of the materials. Finally, she said: 

‘Their Paris-Bonheur is much stronger.’ 

Robineau controlled himself, and replied with his salesman- 
like politeness that she was mistaken; and he was all the more re- 
spectful because he was afraid of letting the rebellion within him 
show. 

‘Now. just look at the silk this cloak is made of!’ she resumed. 
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‘It’s just like a spider's web. ... No matter what you may say. 
Monsieur, their silk at five francs is like leather in comparison to 
this.’ 

He did not say any more, his face was flushed and his lips set. It 
so happened that he had had the ingenious idea of buying the silk for 
his ready-made clothes from his rival. This meant that it was Mouret 
who was losing over the material, not him. He merely cut the sel- 
vedge off it before using it. 

‘Really, you consider the Paris-Bonheur is thicker?' he murmured. 
‘Oh, a hundred times thicker!’ said Madame de Boves. ‘There’s 
no comparison.’ 

The unfairness of his customer, who was nevertheless running 
down his goods, was making his blood boil. And, while she was still 
turning the cloak round with a fastidious air, a little bit of the blue 
and silver selvedge which had escaped the scissors showed under the 
lining. At that he could not longer control himself, he owned up, 
throwing discretion to the winds. 

‘Well, Madame, this silk is Paris-Bonheur, I bought it myself. Yes. 
certainly, look at the selvedge!’ 

Madame de Boves went away very annoyed. The story got round, 
and many ladies left him as a result. And in the midst of his down- 
fall, when fear for the morrow seized him, he worried only about his 
wife, who had been brought up in happy security, and was incapable 
of living in poverty. What would happen to her if. as a result of some 
catastrophe, they were to find themselves in the street and in debt? 
It was his fault, he should never have touched her sixty thousand 
francs. It was she who had to console him. Had not the money been 
just as much his as hers? He loved her, she did not want anything 
else, she gave him everything, her heart, her life. In the room at the 
back of the shop they could be heard kissing. Little by little the pace 
of the shop became more stable; each month the losses increased 
relatively slowly, which postponed the fatal issue. Stubborn hope 
kept them going, they still proclaimed the imminent collapse of the 
Bonheur des Dames. 

‘Pooh!’ he would say, ‘after all, we’re young, aren’t we? The 
future’s ours!’ 

‘And then what does it matter, so long as you did what you wanted 
to do?’ she would go on. ‘So long as you’re happy. I’m happy, my 
dearest.’ 

Seeing how much they loved each other, Denise became very fond 
of them. She was apprehensive, she felt that the crash was inevitable; 
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but she no longer dared intervene. It was there with them that she 
finally understood how powerful the new business methods were, 
and became full of enthusiasm for this force which was transforming 
Paris. Her ideas were becoming more mature, the grace of a woman 
was emerging from the timid child who had arrived from Valognes. 
Besides, in spite of her tiredness and lack of money, her life was feirly 
pleasant. When she had spent the whole day on her feet she had to 
go home quickly to look after Pepe whom old Bourras, fortunately, 
persisted in feeding; but she had other things to do as well, a shirt 
to be washed, a blouse to be mended, not to mention the din the little 
boy made, which made her head split. She never went to bed before 
midnight. Sunday was the day on which she did all the heavy work: 
she cleaned out her room, tidied herself up, being often so busy that 
she had no time to comb her hair before five o’clock. However, she 
was sensible enough to go out sometimes, taking the child witli her 
for a long excursion on foot in the direction of Neuilly; and, once 
there, they would have a treat and drink a glass of milk at a dairy 
where they were allowed to sit down in the yard. Jean scorned tliese 
outings; he would turn up now and then on weekday evenings, then 
would disappear, saying he had other visits to make; he no longer 
asked for money, but he would arrive looking so dejected that his 
sister, worried about him, always had a five franc piece put aside for 
him. This was her extravagance. 

‘Five francs!’ Jean would cry each time. T say! You are sweet! It 
just so Iiappens that there’s the stationer’s wife ’ 

‘Shut up.’ Denise would interrupt him. ‘I don’t want to know.’ 

But he would think she was accusing him of boasting. 

‘But I tell you she’s the stationer’s wife. . . . Oh! something really 
gorgeous!’ 

Three montlis passed. The spring was coming round again, Den- 
ise refused to go to Joinville once more with Pauline and Baug6. She 
met tiicm sometimes in the Rue Saint-Roch, when she was leaving 
Robineau’s, At one of these meetings Pauline confided to her that 
she was perhaps going to marry her lover; it was she who still couldn’t 
make up her mind, they did not at all like married sales-girls at the 
Bonheur des Dames. This idea of marriage surprised Denise, she did 
venture to advise her friend. One day Colomban stopped her near the 
fountain in order to talk to her about Clara, and just at tliat moment 
the latter crossed the square; Denise had to make her escape, for he 
was entreating her to ask her one-time colleague if she would care 
to marry him. What could be the matter with them all? Why did they 
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all make such a fuss about it? She considered herself very lucky not 
to be in love with anyone. 

‘Have you heard the news?’ the umbrella merchant said to her one 
evening as she came in. 

‘No. Monsieur Bourras.’ 

‘Well! The scoundrels have bought the Duvillard house. . . . I’m 
surrounded!’ 

He was waving his long arms in a fit of rage which was making his 
white mane stand on end. 

‘It’s a fishy scheme, and one can’t understand a thing!’ he re- 
sumed. ‘It seems that the house belonged to the Credit Immobilier, 
the chairman of which, Baron Hartmann, has just transferred it to 
that precious Mouret of ours. . . . Now they’ve got me on the right, 
on the left, and behind. Look! just like 1 hold this walking-stick knob 
in my fist — d’you see?’ 

It was true, the transfer must have been signed the day before. It 
seemed as if Bourras’s little house, squeezed in between the Bonheur 
des Dames and the Duvillard mansion, clinging on there like a swal- 
low’s nest in a crevice in a wall, must immediately be crushed on the 
day the shop invaded the Duvillard mansion: and this day had come, 
the colossus was encircling the feeble obstacle, surrounding it with 
slacks of goods, threatening to swallow it up, to absorb it by the 
sheer force of its gigantic suction. Bourras was fully aware of the 
pressure which was making his shop crack. He thought he could see 
the shop shrinking, the terrible mechanism was roaring to such an 
extent now that he was afraid of being swallowed up himself, of being 
sucked through the wall with his umbrellas and walking-sticks. 

‘Can you hear them, eh?’ he shouted. ‘It’s as if they were eating 
the walls! And everywhere there’s the same noise, of saws cutting 
into plaster, in my cellar, in my loft. ... It doesn’t matter! Perhaps 
after all they won’t be able to flatten me out like a sheet of paper. I’ll 
slay, even if they make my roof cave in and if the rain falls in my 
bed in bucketfuls!’ 

It was this moment that Mouret chose to make fresh proposals 
to Bourras: the figure was increased, they would buy his business 
and the lease for fifty thousand francs. This offer redoubled the old 
man’s fury and he refused it with insults. How these scoundrels 
must be robbing people to pay fifty thousand francs for something 
which was not worth ten thousand! And he defended his shop like a 
decent girl defends her virtue, in the name of honour, out of self- 
respect. 
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For about a fortnight Denise saw that Bourras was preoccupied. 
He moved around feverishly, measured the walls of his house, looked 
at it from the middle of the street with the air of an architect. Then, 
one morning, some workmen arrived. It was the decisive battle, he 
had had the rash idea of beating tlie Bonheur des Dames at its own 
game by making concessions to modem luxury. Customers who re- 
proach^ him for his dark shop would certainly come back again 
when they saw it shining brightly, brand new. First of all, the cracks 
were filled up and the front was distempered; next, the woodwork in 
the shop window was painted light green; he even carried this mag- 
nificence so far as to gild the signboard. Three thousand francs, 
which Bourras had been keeping aside as a last resource, were swal- 
lowed up. The neighbourhood, what is more, was in an uproar; 
people came to gaze at him losing his head in the midst of these 
riches, unable to pick up his old ways again. Flustered, his long 
beard and hair streaming behind him, he no longer seemed at home 
in that gleaming setting, against the pastel background. Now passers- 
by on the opposite pavement watched him, surprised, as he waved 
his arms about and carved his handles. And a new fever was gaining 
a hold on him, he was afraid of making things dirty, he was sinking 
ever deeper into this luxury business, of which he understood no- 
thing. 

Meanwhile, like Robineau, Bourras had launched his campaign 
against the Bonheur des Dames. He had just put his new invention 
on the market, the frilled umbrella, which was later on to become 
popular. Moreover, the Bonheur immediately improved the inven- 
tion. Then the struggle over prices began. He had a model at one 
franc ninety-five, in zanelle, with a steel frame, which, according to 
the label, would wear for ever. But he hoped above all to beat his 
rival with his handles, handles of bamboo, of dogwood, of olive 
wood, of myrtle, of rattan, every imaginable kind of handle. The 
Bonheur, being less artistic, paid more attention to the materials, 
boasting of its alpacas and mohairs, its serges and taffetas. It was 
victorious; the old man repeated in despair that art was done for, 
that he was reduced to carving handles for pleasure, with no hope of 
selling them. 

‘It’s my fault!’ he cried to Denise. T shouldn’t have had trash like 
that at one franc ninety-five. . . . That’s where new ideas get you. 
I wanted to follow those ruffians’ example, so much the better if I’ve 
done for myself as a result!’ 

July was extremely hot, and Denise felt the heat very much in her 
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small room under the tiles. Therefore, when she left her shop she 
would fetch from Bourras and. instead of going up to her room 
straight away, she would go to the Tuileries gardens for a breath of 
fresh air until the gates were closed. One evening, as she was walking 
towards the chestnut trees, she stopped short: she thought she recog- 
nized Hutin, a few steps away and walking straight towards her. 
Then her heart beat violently; it was Mourel, who had dined on the 
Left Bank and was hastening on foot to Madame Desforges’s house. 
The sudden movement which the girl made to avoid him made him 
look at her. Night was falling, but he recognized her all the same. 

‘Is it you. Mademoiselle?’ 

She did not answer, dazed that he had deigned to stop. He. smil- 
ing. was hiding his embarrassment beneath an air of kindly patron- 
age. 

‘So you’re still in Paris?’ 

‘Yes, Monsieur.’ she said in the end. 

She was slowly backing away, endeavouring to say good-bye in 
order to continue her walk. But he himself retraced his steps, he fol- 
lowed her under the dark shadows of the great chestnut trees. It was 
cool there, in the distance children were laughing, bowling hoops. 

‘That’s your brother, isn’t it?’ he questioned her further, his eyes 
on P6p6. 

The latter, intimidated by the extraordinary event of a gentleman 
being with them, was walking solemnly beside his sister, whose hand 
he was holding. 

‘Yes, Monsieur,’ she replied once more. 

She had blushed, she was thinking of the loathsome stories which 
Marguerite and Clara had invented. No doubt Mouret understood 
the cause of her blush, for he quickly added: 

‘Listen, Mademoiselle. I must offer you an apology. . . . Yes, I 
would like to have told you before how much I regretted the error 
which was made. You were too lightly accused of misbehaviour. . . . 
Well, the harm’s been done. I just wanted to tell you that everyone in 
the shop now knows your love for your brothers. . . .’ 

He went on. full of a respectful politeness which sales-girls in the 
Bonheur dcs Dames were not at all accustomed to receive from him. 
Denise’s confusion had increased: but joy was flooding her heart. So 
he knew that she had not given herself to anyone! They both re- 
mained silent, he stayed close beside her, adjusting his steps to the 
child’s small ones; and beneath the dark shadow of the great trees 
the sounds of Paris were dying away. 
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‘I can but offer to reinstate you. Mademoiselle,* he went on. 
‘Naturally, if you would like to come back to us * 

She interrupted him, refusing with febrile baste. 

‘I can’t Monsieur. . . . Thank you all the same, but I’ve foimd 
work elsewhere.’ 

He was aware of it, he had been told that she was at Robineau’s. 
And calmly, on a footing of equality which was charming, he talked 
to her about Robineau, giving him his due: a keenly intelligent young 
man, only too highly-strung. He would end up with a catastrophe, 
Gaujean had overburdened him with too big an affair, which would 
be the end of them both. At that, Denise won over by this familiarity, 
began to confide in him more, making it clear that in their battle with 
the small tradespeople she was on the side of the big shops; she grew 
excited, quoted examples, showed that she knew all about the ques- 
tion. and was even full of bold new ideas. He, delighted, listened to 
her with surprise. He was turning towards her. trying to distinguish 
her features in the growing dark. She seemed to be just the same still, 
clad in a simple dress, with a gentle face; but this modest imobtnis- 
iveness gave off a penetrating perfume, and he felt its power. No 
doubt this little thing had grown accustomed to the air of Paris, and 
now she was becoming a woman, and she was disturbing, what is 
more, with her sensible manner and her beautiful hair heavy with 
passion. 

‘Since you're on our side,’ he said, laughing, ‘why do you stay with 
our opponents? For example, haven’t I been told that you lodge with 
that man Bourras?’ 

‘And a very worthy man he is.* she murmured. 

‘No, really the old man’s dotty, he’s a madman who’ll force me to 
reduce him to beggary, when I'd like to get rid of him by paying a 
fortune! And, what’s more, you’re not in your proper place there, his 
house has a bad reputation, he lets to individuals. . . .’ 

But he felt that the girl was embarrassed, and hastened to add: 

‘Of course, one can be decent wherever one lives, and in fact there’s 
more merit in being so when one isn’t well off.’ 

Once more they took a few steps in silence. P6p6, with the atten- 
tive air of a precocious child, seemed to be listening. From time to 
time he looked up at his sister, whose burning hand shaken by slight 
quivers surprised him. 

‘Look here!’ Mouret went on gaily, ‘will you be my ambassador? 

I had intended to increase my offer even more to-morrow, to make a 
proposal of eighty thousand francs to Bourras. . . . You speak to him 
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about it first, do tell him he’s committing suicide. He may listen to 
you, because he’s fond of you. and you’ll be doing him a real service.’ 

‘All right!’ Denise replied and she too was smiling. ‘I’ll do as you 
ask, but I doubt if I’ll succeed.’ 

Silence fell again. They had nothing more to say to each other. For 
a moment he tried to talk about her uncle Baudu; then seeing how 
ill at ease the girl was, he had to stop. Meanwhile, they were still 
walking side by side, and they finally came out near the Rue de 
Rivoli in an avenue where it was still light. Leaving the darkness of 
the trees was like a sudden awakening. He understood that he could 
not detain her any longer. 

‘Good-bye, Mademoiselle.’ 

‘Good evening. Monsieur.’ 

But he did not go away. Raising his eyes, he had just caught a 
glimpse of Madame Desforges’s windows lit-up in front of him at the 
corner of the Rue d’Alger, where she was waiting for him. He had 
turned to look at Denise again, he could sec her clearly in the pale 
dusk: she was a skinny little thing compared to Henrictte, why on 
earth did she warm his heart like that? It was an idiotic whim. 

‘Here’s a little boy who’s getting tired.’ he resumed, in order to say 
something more. ‘And you’ll really remember, won’t you. that our 
shop is always open to you. You’ve only to knock on our door, and 
i’ll give you all the compensation you desire. . . . Good night, 
Mademoiselle.’ 

‘Good night. Monsieur.’ 

When Mouret had left her, Denise went back under the chestnut 
trees, into the shady darkness. For a long time she walked aimlessly 
between the enormous trunks, her face flushed, her head buzzing 
with confused ideas. P6p6, still hanging on to her hand, was stretch- 
ing his short legs in order to keep up with her. She had forgotten him. 
Finally he said: 

‘You’re going too fast. Sis.’ 

Then she sat down on a bench; and. being weary, the child fell 
asleep across her lap. She was holding him. pressing him to her vir- 
ginal bosom, her eyes far away in the shadowy distance. And when, 
an hour later, she went slowly back to the Rue de la Michodi^re. she 
wore the calm expression of a sensible girl. 

‘Damn it!’ Bourras shouted to her as soon as he caught sight of her. 
‘It’s happened . . . That blackguard Mouret has just bought my 
hou.se.’ 

He was beside himself, he was battling all by himself in the middle 
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of his shop, with such wild gestures that he was in danger of smash- 
ing the windows. 

‘Oh! The dirty scoundrel! It’s the greengrocer who’s written to me. 
And d’you know how much he’s sold it for, ray house? A hundred 
and fifty thousand francs, four times more than it’s worth! He’s an 
other fine robber for you! Just imagine, he used my decorations as a 
pretext; yes, he pointed out that the house has just been done up like 
new. . . . When will they stop making an ass of me. I’d like to know!’ 

The idea that his money, spent on distemper and paint, had been of 
profit to the greengrocer, exasperated him. And now, there was 
Mouret becoming his landlord: he would have to pay him! It was in 
his house, in the house of his detested rival, that he would be living 
from now on! Such a thought put the finishing touches to his fury. 

‘I knew I could hear them digging through the wall. . . . Now 
they’re here, it’s just as if they were eating out of my plate!’ 

And, with a blow of his fist on the counter, he shook the whole 
shop, making the umbrellas and parasols dance. 

Denise, dazed, had not been able to get a word in. She remained 
motionless, waiting for the storm to subside, while P6p6, who was 
very weary, was falling asleep on a chair. Finally, when Bourras 
calmed down a little, she resolved to give him Mouret’s message; no 
doubt the old man was angry, but the very excess of his anger and 
the hopeless position in which he was might bring about a sudden 
acceptance. 

‘It so happens I’ve just met someone,’ she began. ‘Yes, someone 
from the Bonheur, and someone very well informed. ... It appears 
that to-morrow they’re going to offer you eighty thousand francs. . . 

He interrupted her with a terrible roar: 

‘Eighty thousand francs! Eighty thousand francs! Not for a mil- 
lion. now!’ 

She wanted to reason with him. But the door of the shop opened, 
and suddenly she drew back, pale and mute. It was her uncle Baudu, 
with his yellow face looking aged. Bourras seized his neighbour by 
the coat buttons, and shouted into his face, without letting him say 
a word, egged on by his presence: 

‘D’you know what they’ve got the nerve to offer me? Eighty thou- 
sand francs! They've stooped to that, the robbers! They think that 
ril sell myself like a tart. . . . Ah! They’ve bought the house and they 
think they've got me! Well, it’s finished, they won’t get it! I might 
have given in perhaps, but as it belongs to them now, just let them 
try to get it!’ 
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‘So the news is true?’ said Baudu in his low voice. ‘I’ve been told 
it was, and I came to find out.’ 

‘Eighty thousand francs!’ Bourras was repeating. ‘Why not a hun- 
dred thousand? It’s all that money which makes me so indignant. Do 
they think they’ll make me commit a piece of knavery, with their 
money? They won’t get it. by God! Never, never, d’you hear?’ 

Denise broke the silence to say in her calm way: 

‘They’ll get it in nine years’ time, when your lease expires.’ 

And, despite the presence of her uncle, she entreated the old man 
to accept. The struggle was becoming impossible, he was fighting 
against superior forces, he was mad to refuse the fortune which was 
being offered. But he still refused. In nine years’ time, he sincerely 
hoped he would be dead, so as not to see them get it. 

‘D’you hear. Monsieur Baudu?’ he resumed. ‘Your niece is on 
their side, it’s her they’ve told to corrupt me. . . . She’s with the 
scoundrels, word of honour!’ 

Her uncle, until then, had appeared not to see Denise. He was tos- 
sing his head with the surly movement which he affected on the thres- 
hold of his shop each lime he saw her pass. But he slowly turned 
round and look^ at her. His thick lips were trembling. 

‘Yes, I know,’ he answered in a low voice. 

He went on looking at her. Denise, moved to the point of tears, 
found him much changed by grief. He. overwhelmed with secret re- 
morse at not having helped her, was perhaps thinking of the life of 
poverty which she had lately been through. Then, the sight of P6p6 
asleep on a chair, in the midst of all the outbursts of the argument, 
seemed to soften his heart. 

‘Denise,’ he said simply, ‘do come in to-morrow and have some 
soup with the little boy. My wife and Genevieve asked me to invite 
you if I saw you.* 

She became very red in the face and kissed him. And. as he was 
leaving. Bourras. pleased about this reconciliation, shouted after him: 

‘Give her a good spanking, she’s not a bad girl. ... So far as I’m 
concerned, the house can fail down, they’ll find me underneath the 
stones.’ 

‘Our houses are falling down already neighbour,’ said Baudu 
with a gloomy air. ‘And we’ll all stay in them.’ 
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PART II 
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Mea NWHILE, the whole neighbourhood was talking about the 
great thoroughfare which was going to be opened up from the new 
Op6ra to the Bourse, and which was to be called the Rue du Dix- 
Decembre. Expropriation notices had been served, and two gangs 
of demolition workers were already attacking the site at each end, 
one pulling down the old mansions in the Rue Louis-le-Grand, the 
other knocking down the flimsy walls of the old Vaudeville; and the 
pickaxes could be heard getting nearer to each other, the Rue de 
Choiseul and the Rue de la Michodiere were passionately concerned 
about their condemned houses. Before a fortnight was out the breach 
would make a broad gash through them, full of hubbub and sunshine. 

But the neighbourhood was even more agitated by the building 
work which had been embarked upon at the Bonheur des Dames. 
There was talk of considerable extensions, of gigantic shops occupy- 
ing the three frontages of the Rue de la Michodiere, the Rue Neuve- 
Saint-Augustin, and the Rue Monsigny. Mouret, it was said, had 
negotiated with Baron Hartmann, the chairman of tiic Credit Inimo- 
bilicr, and was to occupy the whole block of houses, excepting the 
frontage on the Rue du Dix-D6cembre where the Baron wanted to 
build a rival to the Grand Hotel. Everywhere the Bonheur was buy- 
ing up leases, shops were closing, tenants were moving out; and. in 
the empty buildings, an army of workmen was starting on the re- 
decorating, beneath clouds of plaster. Alone, in the middle of the up- 
heaval, old Bourras’s narrow hovel remained steadfast and intact, 
obstinately clinging on between the high walls swarming with brick- 
layers. 

When, next day. Denise went with P6p6 to her Uncle Baudu’s, the 
street was blocked up by a line of tip-carts which were unloading 
bricks outside what had once been the Duvillard house. Standing on 
the threshold of his shop, her uncle was watching with a gloomy eye. 
It seemed as if the Vieil Elbeuf was shrinking as the Bonlieur des 
Dames expanded. The girl thought the window-panes looked blacker, 
even more crushed down by the low mezzanine floor with its round, 
prison-like bay windows; the damp had further discoloured the old 
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green signboard, the whole front of the house, livid and somehow 
shrunken, was oozing with anguish. 

‘Ah. there you arc,' said Baudu. ‘Be careful! They'll run you over!’ 

Inside the shop Denise fell llie same lug at her heart-strings. On 
seeing it again it seemed gloomier, more oxercome by the somno- 
lence of ruin; empty corners formed gloomy cavities, dust was in- 
vading the counters and cash-desks; while a smell of cellars and salt- 
petre was coming from the bales of cloth, which were no longer 
handled. At the ca.sh-desk Madame Baudu and Genevieve sat mute 
and motionless, as if in some lonely sjooi where no one would come 
to disturb them. The mother was hemming dish-clolh.s. The daugh- 
ter. iicr hands in her lap. was looking into space. 

Good evening. Aunt,' .said Denise. ‘I'm so happy to see you again, 
and if 1 grieved you. please forgive me.’ 

Madame Baudu. deeply moved, kissed her. 

‘My dear,* she replied, 'if tliat was my only grief, you’d find me 
much more cheerful!' 

Good evening, Genevieve,' Denise went on. and look the initia- 
tive in kissing her cousin on the cheek. 

1 he latter seemed to wake up with a start. She returned her kisses, 

say. Then the two women picked up P^pe, 
who was holding out liis small arms. The reconciliation was complete. 

Well! It's six o'clock, let’s sit down and eat,' said Baudu. ‘Why 
didn't you bring Jean with vou?’ 

Well. lie should be coming.’ murmured Denise, embarrassed. ‘I 
.viw him ifiis morning, and he definitely promised me .... Oh! You 
mustn i wail for him, his employer must have kept him late.’ 

Slie feared .some c.xiraordinary adventure, and wanted to make ex- 
cuses for him in advance. 

Well, then let's sit down.’ her uncle repeated. 

I hen. turning towards the dark back of the shop, he called: *Col- 
oniban. you can have vour dinner at the same lime as us. No one will 
come.’ 

Denise had not noticed the shop-a.ssi.stanl. Her aunt e.xplained to 
her that ilicy had luid to dismiss the other salesman and the girl. 
Busine.ss was becoming so bad that Colomban was sufficient; and 
even he sjieiit hours doing nothing, ajxiilieiic. dropping off to sleep 
w ith his eyes open. 

Ill tlie dining-room the gas was burning, although it was during 
the long days of summer. Denise gave a slight shiver as she went in, 
her shoulders caught by liie chilliness which the walls were exuding. 
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Once more she saw the round table, the meal laid on the oil-cloth, 
the window getting its air and light from the depths of the stinking 
alley of the little yard. And these things, like the shop, seemed to her 
to have become even gloomier, and to be shedding tears. 

‘Father,’ said Genevieve, embarrassed on behalf of Denise, ‘Would 
you like me to shut the window? It doesn’t smell nice.’ 

He was surprised. He could not smell anything. 

‘Shut the window, if it amuses you,’ he answered finally, ‘only we 
shan’t get any air.’ 

It was. indeed, stifling. The dinner was a family affair, very simple. 
After the soup, as soon as the maid had served the boiled beef. Baudu 
inevitably began to talk about the people opposite. At first he was 
very tolerant, and allowed his niece to have a different opinion. 

‘Goodness me! You’re quite free to stick up for those great bar- 
racks of shops. . . . Everyone to his own taste, my dear. ... As be- 
ing kicked out in that dirty way didn’t make you fed up, it means you 
must have sound reason for liking tliem; and if you were to go back 
there, you know, I wouldn’t bear you any ill will at all. . . . Isn’t that 
so? No one here would bear her any ill will.’ 

‘Oh, no!’ murmured Madame Baudu. 

Denise calmly stated her case, mentioning the same reasons as she 
had at Robineau’s: the logical development of trade, the needs of 
modern times, the magnitude of such new creations, and finally the 
increasing well-being of the public. Baudu. with his round eyes and 
thick mouth, was listening with a visible mental effort. Then, when 
she had finished, he shook his head. 

‘That’s all halucinations. Business is business, you can’t get away 
from it. . . . Oh! I grant you, they’re successful, but that’s all. For a 
long time 1 thought they’d come a cropper: yes, I was expecting it. 
I was biding my time, d’you remember? Well, no! It seems that now'- 
adays it’s the robbers who are making a fortune, while honest folk 
are dying in the gutter. . . . That’s the state we’re in. and I’m forced 
to bow to the facts. And I’m bowing, by God! I’m bowing!’ 

Repressed rage was gradually rousing him. Suddenly he brandished 
his fork and said: 

‘But the Vieil Elbcuf will never make any concessions. . . . D'you 
hear? 1 said as much to Bourras: “Neighbour, you’re coming to 
terms with those charlatans, your daubs of paint are a disgrace.” ’ 

‘Do eat,’ Madame Baudu interrupted, worried at seeing him so 
worked up. 

‘Wait. I want my niece to be well acquainted with my motto. Lis- 
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ten to this, my girl: I’m like this jug. I don’t budge. They’re success- 
ful — so much the worse for them! As for me, I protest, that’s all!’ 

The maid was bringing in a piece of roast veal. With trembling 
hands, he carved it: and he no longer had his sure judgement, the 
authority with which he had weighed out the helpings. The conscious- 
ness of his defeat had deprived him of his former self-assurance of a 
respected employer. P^piS thought his uncle was getting angry, and 
had to be calmed by being given his dessert, some biscuits which 
were in front of him. straight away. Then his uncle, lowering his 
voice, tried to talk of something else. For a moment, he discussed 
the demolition work, he approved of the Rue du Dix-D<^cembre, the 
opening up of w hich would certainly increase business in the neigh- 
bourhood. But that again brought him back to the Bonheur des 
D imes; everything brought him back to it, it was a morbid obsession. 
They were all smothered with plaster, no one was selling anything 
any more, now that the carts bringing building materials w’ere block- 
ing up the road. In any ca.se. it would be so big that it would be ridic- 
ulous; the customers would lose themselves, they might just as well 
take over the Halles. And in spite of his wife's imploring looks, in 
.spite of his own etforts. he went on from the rebuilding to discuss the 
shop’s turnover. Wasn’t it inconceivable? In less than four years 
they had increased it fivefold; their annual takings, formerly eight 
millions, was approaching the figure of forty million according to the 
la.st .stock-taking. It wa.s madness, something never before seen, and 
it w as no good strugglingagainst it any longer. They w ere getting big- 
ger all the time, tliey now had a thousand employees, they w-ere pro- 
claiming that they had twenty-eight departments. It was above all 
this figure of twenty-eight departments which made him beside him- 
self. Of course, tlicy must have split some of them into tw'O. but 
others were completely new: a furniture department for example, 
and a fancy-goods department. What could one make of that? Fancy- 
goods! Really, those people had no pride, they’d end up by selling 
fish. While pretending to respect Denise’s ideas, her uncle was trying 
to w in her over. 

‘Frankiv. vou can’t defend them. Can vou .see me addinc a sauce- 
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pan department to my drapery business, eh? You’d say I was 
mad. ... .At least admit that you have no respect for them.’ 

The girl merely smiled, embarrassed, understanding how useless 
sound rea.soning was. He went on: 

‘Well, you’re on their side. We won’t say any more about it. its 
pointless for them to make us fall out again. It would be the limit to 
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see them coming between me and my family! Go back to them if you 
want to, but I forbid you to deafen my ears by talking about their 
affairs any morel’ 

A silence fell. His former violence was petering out into feverish 
resignation. As it was stifling in the narrow room, heated by the gas 
jet, the maid had to open the windows again; and the damp stench 
from the yard wafted over the table. Some saute potatoes had 
appeared. They helped themselves slowly, without a word 

‘Why look at those two,’ Baudu began again, pointing to Gene- 
vieve and Colomban with his knife. ‘Ask them if they like it, your 
Bonheur des Dames!’ 

Side by side, in the accustomed place where they had been meet- 
ing twice a day for the past twelve years, Colomban and Genevidve 
were eating with restraint. They had not said a word. He. exaggera- 
ting the stolid good nature of his face, seemed to be hiding, behind 
his drooping eyelids, the internal fire which was consuming him; 
whereas she. her head drooping even more under the weight of her 
hair, seemed to be giving way to despair, as if stricken by some 
secret suffering. 

‘Last year was disastrous.’ Baudu was explaining. ‘Their mar- 
riage ju.st had to be postponed. ... Go on, just for fun. you just ask 
them what they think of your friends.’ 

In order to satisfy him, Denise questioned the young people. 

‘I can’t have much love for them.’ Genevieve replied. ‘But don’t 
worry, not everyone detests them.’ 

She was looking at Colomban. who was rolling a pellet of bread 
with an ab.sorbed air. Feeling the girl’s eyes were on him. he launched 
into violent phrases: 

‘It’s a filthy place! They’re scoundrels, all of them! In fact, it’s a 
real plague for the neighbourhood!’ 

‘D’you hear what he says, d’you hear what he says?’ shouted 
Baudu. delighted. ‘That’s one person they’ll never gel! Believe me. 
you’re the last, my boy. there won’t be any more like you!’ 

But Genevieve, her face set and pained, did not lake her eyes off 
Colomban. She was penetrating to his very heart, and he, feeling un- 
comfortable, was reiterating his abuse with renewed zeal. Facing 
them, Madame Baudu. anxious and silent, was looking from one to 
the other as if she had divined that a fresh misfortune was coming 
from that quarter. For some lime her daughter’s sadness had been 
alarming her, she felt that she was dying. 

‘The shop on it’s own,’ she said in the end, getting up from the 



table, wishing to put an end to the scene. ‘Have a look, Colomban, 
I thought I heard someone.’ 

They had finished, they stood up. Baudu and Colomban went to 
talk to a commercial traveller who had come to take orders. Madame 
Baudu led P6p6 away to show him some pictures. The maid had 
quickly cleared the table, and Denise stood lost in thought near the 
window, looking at the little yard, when, turning round, she caught 
sight of Genevieve, still sitting at her place, her eyes on the oil-cloth 
which was still damp from the sponge with which it had been wiped. 

Ts something the matter?’ Denise asked her cousin. 

The girl did not answer, but persisted in studying a crack in the 
oil-cloth, as if completely overwhelmed by the thoughts going on in- 
side her. Then, she raised her head again painfully, and looked at 
the face full of sympathy which w'as leaning towards her. So the 
others had gone, then, had they? What was she doing sitting on that 
chair? Suddenly she W'as choked with sobs, her head dropped for- 
ward on to the table again. She was weeping, soaking her sleeve with 
tears. 

‘My goodness! What is the matter?’ exclaimed Denise, over- 
w’helmed. ‘Would you like me to call someone?’ 

Hysterically, Genevieve had seized her by the arm. She held on to 
it, stammering: 

‘No. no. no, stay. . . . Oh! So long as Mamma doesn’t know! With 
you I don’t mind, but the others . . . not the others! I didn’t mean 
to do this, I swear to you. . . . It’s when I saw I was all alone. . . . 
Wait a minute. I’m better. I’m not crying any more.’ 

Fresh paroxysms of tears were overwhelming her again, shaking 
her frail body with great shudders. It seemed as if her piled up black 
hair was crushing the nape of her neck. While she was rolling her 
feverish head on her folded arms, a hair-pin came undone and her 
hair flowed down over her neck, burying it beneath its shades. Mean- 
while, for fear of attracting attention, Denise was trying to comfort 
her without making any noise. She unfastened her cousin’s dress, 
and was cut to the heart to see how emaciated and sickly she was: the 
poor girl had the hollow chest of a child, she had been reduced to the 
nothingness of a virgin riddled with antemia. Denise picked up her 
hair by the handful, that superb hair which seemed to drink away 
her life; then she tied it up firmly, in order to disentangle her and 
give her some air. 

‘Thank you, you are kind,’ Genevieve was saying. ‘Oh! I’m not fat, 
am I? I used to be fatter, and it’s all gone. ... Do up my dress again. 
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Mamma might see my shoulders. I hide them as much as I can 
Oh goodness! I’m not well. I’m not well.’ 

However, the paroxysm was abating. She remained on her chair, 
crushed, staring intently at her cousin. And. after a silence, she 
asked: 

‘Tell me the truth, does he love her?’ 

Denise felt her cheeks going red. She had perfectly well under- 
stood that it was a question of Colomban and Clara. But she pre- 
tended to be surprised. 

‘Who d’you mean, dear?’ 

Genevieve was tossing her head with a sceptical air. 

‘Please don’t lie to me. Do me the favour of making me sure, at 
least. . . . You must know. I feel you do. Yes, you used to know that 
woman, and I’ve seen Colomban following you, talking to you in un- 
dertones. He gave you messages for her, didn’t he? Oh. for pity’s 
sake, tell me the truth, I swear to you it’ll do me good.’ 

Never had Denise been in such a dilemma. Faced with this child 
who never said a word and yet guessed everything, she lowered her 
eyes. However, she found sulTicent strength to go on deceiving her. 

‘But it’s you that he loves!’ 

At that Genevieve made a gesture of despair. 

‘All right, you don’t want to say anything. ... In any case, it 
doesn’t make any difference. I’ve seen them. He goes out on to the 
pavement all the time in order to look at her. And she, up there, 
laughs like anything Of course they meet outside.’ 

‘No. not that, I swear to you!’ cried Denise, forgetting herself, 
carried away by the desire to give her at least that consolation. 

The girl took a deep breath. She gave a feeble smile. Then, in the 
weak voice of a convalescent, she said: 

‘I would love a glass of water. ... I’m sorry to bother you. Over 
there, in the sideboard.’ 

When she had taken the jug. she emptied a big glass at one gulp. 
With one hand she was holding off Denise, who was afraid that she 
might do herself some harm. 

‘No. no. leave me. I’m always thirsty At night. I get up in or- 

der to drink.’ 

There was another silence. Then she went on quietly: 

If only you knew — for ten years I’ve been accustomed to the idea 
of this marriage. When I was still wearing short dresses Colomban 
was already destined for me. . . . And then. I can’t remember any 
more how it all happened. From always living together, staying here 
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shut in with each other without ever having any fun together, I must 
have ended up by thinking him my husband before he actually 

was. I didn’t know if 1 loved him, I was his wife, that’s all And 

now, he wants to go off with someone else! Oh, God! It’s breaking 
my heart! You see, it’s pain with which I am unfamiliar. I feel it in 
my chest and in my head, then it goes all over, it’s killing me!’ 

Tears were coming into her eyes again. Denise, whose own eyes 
were also growing moist from pity, asked her: 

‘Does my aunt suspect anything?’ 

‘Yes, Mamma does suspect something. I think As to Papa, he 

is too worried, he doesn’t know the pain he’s causmg me by post- 
poning the marriage . . . Mamma has questioned me several times. 
It makes her anxious to see me pining. She’s never been strong her- 
self, she often says to me: ‘You poor dear, I didn’t make you very 
robust.’ And then, in these shops, one doesn’t grow. But she must 
think I am really getting too thin. . . . Look at my arms, that’s not 
normal, is it?’ 

With a trembling hand she had taken up the jug again. Her cousin 
wanted to stop her drinking. 

‘No. I’m loo thirsty, leave me alone.’ 

They could hear Baudu raising his voice. Then, yielding to an 
impulse of her heart, Denise knelt down and put her arms round 
Genevieve in a sisterly way. She was kissing her, swearing to her that 
everything would be all right, that she would marry Colomban, that 
she would get well and would be happy. Quickly, she stood up again. 
Her uncle was calling her. 

‘Come along. Jean is here.’ 

ft was indeed Jean, an agitated Jean who had just arrived for din- 
ner. When he was told that it was striking eight, he gaped with aston- 
isiimcnt. It couldn't be, he had only just left his employer’s. He was 
chaffed about it, he had come by way of the forest of Vincennes, no 
doubt! But as soon as he could get near his sister he whispered to her 
under his breath: 

‘It’s a little laundress who was taking back her washing. . . . Tve 
got a hired cab outside. Give me five francs.’ 

He went out for a minute and came back to have dinner, for 
Madame Baudu absolutely refused to let him go away again without 
at least eating some soup. Genevieve had reappeared, as silent and 
unobtrusive as ever. Colomban was half dozing behind a counter. 
The evening slipped by, slowly and sadly, enlivened only by the foot- 
steps of their uncle, who was walking up and down the empty shop. 
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One lone gas jet was burning, the dark shadows were falling from the 
ceiling in great shovelfuls, like black earth into a grave. 

Months passed. Denise would go in almost every day to cheer up 
Genevieve for a moment. But the melancholy of the Baudus was in- 
creasing. The building work going on opposite was a continuous tor- 
ture which heightened their misfortune. Even when they did have a 
moment of hope, some unexpected joy, the din of a carl full of bricks, 
of a stone-cutter’s saw, or even merely the shout of a bricklayer was 
enough to spoil it immediately. It shook the whole neighbourhood, 
what is more. From behind a hoarding which skirted and obstructed 
the three streets, there came a swing of feverish activity. Although the 
architect was making use of the existing buildings, he was opening 
them up on all sides in order to convert them; and in the middle, in 
the gap made by the back yards, he was building a central gallery 
as vast as a church, which was to open into the Rue Neuve-Saint- 
Augustin through a main doonvay in the centre of the facade. They 
had at first had great difficulties in building the basements, for they 
had come across drain seepage, and also made ground, full of human 
bones. Next, the sinking of a well had violently preoccupied the 
neighbouring houses, a well a hundred metres deep, the output of 
which was to be five hundred litres a minute. Now the walls were as 
high as the first floor; scaffolding and wooden towers enclosed the 
whole island; unceasingly the creaking of windla.sses pulling up ash- 
lars could be heard, the sudden unloading of metal plates, the hub- 
bub made by the tribe of workmen, accompanied by the noise of 
pickaxes and hammers. But what deafened people above all was the 
jarring noise of machinery; everything worked by steam, the air was 
rent with piercing whistles; while at the slightest breath of wind a 
cloud of plaster would take flight and rain down on the neighbour- 
ing roofs like a fall of snow. In despair, the Baudus watched this re- 
lentless dust penetrating everywhere, going through the most lightly 
fitting woodwork, soiling the materials in the shop, even penetrating 
into their beds; and the idea that, in spile of everything, they were 
breathing it in, that they would end up by dying of it. was poisoning 
their existence. 

Moreover, the situation was to become even worse. In September 
the architect, afraid of not being ready in time, decided that work 
should go on all night. Powerful electric lamps were installed, and 
there was no longer any end to the movement: gangs succeeded each 
other, hammers never stopped, machines whistled continually, the 
din which never diminished seemed to be lifting and scattering the 
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plaster. And then the exasperated Baudus even had to forego their 
sleep; they were shaken in their bedroom, no sooner did exhaustion 
make them drowsy, than the noise turned into nightmares. Then, if 
they got up bare-foot to cool their fever, and went and lifted the cur- 
tain, they were appalled by the vision of the Bonheur des Dames 
blazing away in the darkness, like some colossal forge, forging their 
ruin. In the midst of the half-built walls, pitted with empty windows, 
electric lamps were casting broad blue rays of blinding intensity. It 
would strike two o’clock in the morning, then three, then four 
o’clock. In its troubled sleep the neighbourhood saw the site enlar^ 
by the lunar brightness, grown colossal and fantastic, crawling with 
black shadows, with loud-voiced workmen, whose silhouettes were 
gesticulating against the garish white of the new walls. 

The small tradespeople of the neighbouring streets had received 
yet another terrible blow, as Uncle Baudu had foretold they would. 
Each time the Bonheur des Dames created a new department, there 
was fresh ruin amongst the shop-keepers round about. The disaster 
was spreading, even the oldest shops could be heard creaking. 
Mademoiselle Tatin of the underwear shop in the Choiseul Arcade 
had just been declared bankrupt: Quinette, the glovemaker. could 
scarcely hold out another six months; the Vanpouilles, the furriers, 
were obliged to sub-let part of their shops; and if B^dor^ the hosier 
and his sister were still holding out in the Rue Gaillon, it was 
obviously because they were living on what they had saved up in the 
past. Now fresh cases of ruin were about to be added to those which 
had been foreseen for a long time: the fancy-goods department was 
threatening Desligni^res. a fat, red-faced man who was the propri- 
etor of a fancy-goods store in the Rue Saint-Roch, while the furn- 
iture department w'as hilling Piot and Rivoire, whose shops dozed 
in the shade of the Sainte-Anne passage-way. There was even fear 
that the fancy-goods dealer might have apoplexy for. seeing the Bon- 
heur advertise purses at a reduction of thirty per cent, he was in a 
constant stale of fury. The furniture sellers, w'ho were calmer, pre- 
tended to joke about these counter-jumpers who w'ere trying their 
hands at selling tables and cupboards; but customers were already 
leaving them, the success of the rival department promised to be tre- 
mendous. It was no good, there was nothing for it but to bow the 
head in resignation; after them others would be swept away, and 
there was no longer any reason why all the remaining businesses 
should not be driven from their counters, one after another. One day 
nothing but the roof of the Bonheur w'ould cover the whole district. 
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Nowadays, morning and evening, when the thousand employees 
were going in and leaving, they stretched out in such a long queue in 
the Place Gaillon that people would stop to look at them, just as one 
looks at a regiment going by. They congested the pavements for ten 
minutes; and the shop-keepers standing at their doors would think of 
their sole assistant whom they already did not know' how to feed. 
The big shop’s last stock-taking, when the turnover had been forty 
million, had also revolutionized the neighbourhood. The figure had 
spread from house to house, amidst cries of surprise and rage. Forty 
million! How could one dream of such a thing? Doubtless with their 
considerable trade expenses and their system of low prices the net 
profit was at the most four per cent. But a profit of sixteen hundred 
thousand francs was still a pretty good sum, one could be content 
with four per cent when one was dealing with capital of that order. 
It was said that Mouret’s former capital, the first five hundred thou- 
sand francs increased each year by the total profits, a capital which 
by now had become four million, had thus been turned into goods on 
the counters ten times. Robineau, devoting himself to making this 
calculation after a meal in Denise's presence, remained for a moment 
overwhelmed, his eyes on his empty plate: she was right, it was this 
incessant renewal of capital which was the invincible strength of 
the new way of business. Bourras alone, as arrogant and stupid 
as a monument, still denied the facts, and refused to understand. 
They were just a band of robbers, and notliing more! Liars! 
Charlatans, who would be pulled out of the river one fine 
morning! 

The Baudus. however, in spile of their determination not to make 
any changes in the ways of the Vieii Elbeuf, were trying to keep up 
competition. The customers no longer came to them, so they did 
their utmost to go to the customers through the intermediary of 
agents. There was at that lime in the Place dc Paris an agent who had 
connections with all the best tailors, and who was the salvation of 
small shops selling cloth and flannel, if he chose to represent them. 
Naturally there was a lot of competition to get him. he was becom- 
ing an important personality: and Baudu, having beaten him down 
over the price, had the misfortune of seeing him come to an agree- 
ment with the Matignons in the Rue Croix-des-Petits-Champs. He 
was robbed by two other agents in rapid succession; a third, who was 
honest, was doing nothing to help him. It was slow dealli. there were 
no jolts, only a continuous slowing-down of business, customers lost 
one after another. A day came when bills were overdue. Until then. 
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they had been living on the savings of bygone days; from now on 
they would be in debt. In December, Baudu, terrifi^ by the number 
of his promissory notes, resigned himself to making the cruellest of 
sacrifices: he sold his country house at Rambouillet, a house which 
cost so much money in continual repairs, and for which the tenants 
had not even paid him when he decided to get rid of it. This sale 
meant the death of the only dream of his life, and his heart bled for 
it as for the loss of a dear one. He had to accept seventy thousand 
francs, what is more, for a property which had cost him more than 
two hundred thousand. He was lucky, indeed, to find the Lhommes, 
his neighbours, whose desire to add to their property made them de- 
cide to buy it. The seventy thousand francs would keep the shop go- 
ing for a little while longer. In spite of all the setbacks, the idea of a 
fight was reviving: with system, perhaps, they now might be able to 
come through. 

On the Sunday on which the Lhommes paid the money, they con- 
sented to dine at the Vieil Elbeuf. Madame Aur^lie arrived first, they 
had to wait for the cashier who arrived late and in a fluster, as a re- 
sult of having spent a whole afternoon making music; while as to 
young Albert, he accepted the invitation, but did not put in an 
appearance. It was. in any case, a distressing evening. The Baudus, 
living without any air in the depths of their narrow dining-room, 
suffered from the blast of wind brought into it by the Lhommes, with 
their disbanded family and their taste for the free life. Genevidve, 
who considered Madame Aur^lie’s imperial demeanour offensive, 
did not open her mouth; whereas Colomban was admiring the buyer, 
thrilled at the thought that she reigned over Clara. 

That evening, when Madame Baudu was already in bed, Baudu, 
before joining her, walked up and down the room for a long time. 
It was mild, the damp weather of a thaw. Outside, in spite of the shut 
windows and drawn curtains, the roar of the machines on the build- 
ing-site opposite could be heard. 

‘D'you know what I’m thinking about, Elizabeth?* he said finally. 
‘Well, although those Lhommes are making a lot of money. I’d 
rather be in my shoes than in theirs. . . . They’re successful, it’s true. 
She told us, didn’t she. that she’s made nearly twenty thousand 
francs this year, and that enabled her to take my poor old house from 
me. It doesn't matter! I’ve no longer got my house, but at least I 
don’t go playing music in one direction while you go gadding about 
in the other. . , . No. you know, they can’t be happy.’ 

He was still suffering deeply from his sacrifice, he felt a grudge 
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against them, the people who had bought his dream from him. When 
he came close to the bed he bent towards his wife, gesticulating; then, 
once more back by the window, he was silent for a moment, listening 
to the din from the building-site. Then he started making his old 
accusations again, his despairing complaints about modern times: 
such a thing had never been seen before, shop-assistants were now 
earning more than shop-keepers, it was the cashiers who were buy- 
ing up their employers’ estates! As a result, everything was breaking 
up, the family no longer existed, people lived in hotels instead of 
supping decently at home. Finally, he ended by prophesying that one 
day young Albert with his actresses would fritter aw'ay the estate at 
Rambouillet. 

Madame Baudu was listening to him, her head upright on the pil- 
low, so pale that her face was the same colour as the linen. 

She ended by saying gently: ‘They've paid you.’ 

At last Baudu was silent. He walked up and down for a few sec- 
onds. his eyes on the ground. Then he resumed: 

‘They’ve paid me. it’s true; and. after all. their money’s as good as 
any other. ... It would be funny if we got the shop going again with 
that money. Oh! If only I wasn’t so old and tired!’ 

A long silence reigned. The draper was absorbed by vague plans. 
Suddenly, looking at the ceiling and without moving her head, his 
wife spoke: 

‘Have you noticed your daughter lately?’ 

‘No.’ he answered. 

‘Well, she worries me rather. . . . She’s growing pale, she seems 
to be giving way to despair.’ 

Standing by the bed, he was full of surprise. 

‘Really? But why? If she is ill she should say so. We’ll have to get 
the doctor to-morrow.’ 

Madame Baudu still remained motionless. After a good minute 
she merely declared in her deliberate way: 

‘About this marriage with Colomban — I think it would be better to 
get it over.’ 

He looked at her, then started to walk up and down again. Could 
his daughter really fall ill on account of the shop-assistant? Did she 
love him to such an extent then, that she could not wait? This was 
yet another misfortune! It overwhelmed him, particularly as he him- 
self had decided ideas about the marriage. He would never have 
wished it to take place under the present conditions. Nevertheless, 
anxiety was softening him. 
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‘Very well,’ he said finally. I’ll speak to Colomban.’ 

Without saying another word, he continued his walk. Soon his 
wife’s eyes closed, she looked quite white as she slept, as if she was 
dead. And still he walked up and down. Before going to bed he par- 
ted the curtains and glanced out; on the other side of the road the 
gaping windows of the old Duvillard mansion made holes opening 
on to the building-site, where workmen were moving about in the 
glare of electric lamps. 

The very next day Baudu led Colomban to the end of a narrow 
part of the shop on the mezzanine floor. He had decided the day be- 
fore what he would sav. 

‘My boy,’ he began. ‘You know that I’ve sold my house at Ram- 
bouillet. That’s going to enable us to make a special effort. But first 
of all Td like to have a little talk with you.’ 

The young man, who seemed apprehensive about the interview, 
was waiting awkwardly. His small eyes were blinking in his broad 
face, and he remained with his mouth open, which in his case was 
a sign that he was deeply disturbed. 

‘Now listen to me carefully,’ the draper resumed. ‘When old 
Hauchecorne handed over the Vieil Elbeuf to me, the shop was pros- 
perous: he himself in the past had received it in good condition from 
old Finet. . . . You know my ideas: I thought I would be committing 
a mean act if I were to hand on this family trust depleted to my chil- 
dren; and tiiat is why I always put off your marriage to Genevieve. 
Yes, I was stubborn. I hoped to bring back former prosperity. I 
wanted to push the books under your nose, saying: “Look! In the 
year I joined so much cloth was sold, and this year, the year I leave, 
ten or twenty thousand francs’ worth more of it have been sold. . . 

In short, it was a vow I’d made to myself, you see, the very natural 
desire to prove to myself that the shop had not deteriorated while in 
my hands. Otherwise I should feel that I’d robbed you.’ 

His voice was choking with emotion. He blew his nose in order to 
pull himself together, and asked: 

‘Why don’t you say something?’ 

But Colomban had nothing to say: he shook his head, he was wait- 
ing. more and more worried, thinking he had guessed what his em- 
ployer was getting at. It was marriage as soon as possible. How could 
he refuse? He would never have the strength to do so. And what 
about the othei woman, she of whom he dreamed at night, his flesh 
scorched by such passion that he would throw himself on the floor, 
quite naked, afraid it would kill him! 
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‘At the moment,’ Baudu continued, ‘we’ve got some money, 
which can be our salvation. The situation is becoming worse every 
day, but perhaps if we make a supreme effort .... Well, I wanted to 
warn you. We’re going to stake everything. If we’re beaten, well, 
that’ll be the end of us. . . . Only, I’m sorry to say, my boy, as a re- 
sult, your marriage will have to be postponed again, for I don’t want 
to plunge you into the fight all on your own. That would be too des- 
picable of me, wouldn’t it?’ 

Colomban. relieved, had sat down on some pieces of duffel. His legs 
were still shaking. He was afraid that he might show his joy. and was 
hanging his head, while twirling his thumbs on his lap. 

‘Why don’t you say something?’ Baudu repeated. 

No. he did not say anything, he could think of nothing to say. So 
the draper went on with due deliberation: 

‘I was sure that this would grieve you. . . . Pull yourself together a 
bit, you mustn’t remain crushed like that. . . . Above all, try to un- 
derstand my position. How can I tie a stone like that round your 
neck? Instead of leaving you a good business, I might perhaps leave 
you a bankruptcy. No, only cads indulge in tricks of that sort. ... Of 
course, I only desire your happiness, but you’ll never make me go 
against my conscience.’ 

He went on talking in the same strain for a long time, floundering 
in contradictory phrases, like a man who would have liked his hints 
to be understood and his hand to be forced. As he had promised his 
daughter and the shop to Colomban. strict integrity forced him to 
hand them both over in good condition, without blemishes or debts. 
Only he was tired, he felt the burden was too heavy for him. a hint 
of entreaty could be heard breaking through his faltering voice. The 
words became even more confused on his lips, he was waiting for 
Colomban to say something, something impulsive prompted by his 
heart; but it never came. 

‘Of course I know,’ he was murmuring, ‘old people lack fire. . . . 
With young people things burn up again, they’re hot-blooded, it’s 
natural. . . . But, no, no, I can’t do it, honestly I can’t! If I were to 
hand over to you now, you’d reproach me later!’ 

He fell silent, trembling all over; and, as the young man was still 
hanging his head, after a painful silence he asked him for the third 
time: 

‘Why don’t you say something?’ 

Finally, without looking at him, Colomban replied: 

‘There’s nothing to say. . . . You’re the master, you’re wiser than 
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the rest of us. Since you insist, we will wait, we’ll try to be sensible.’ 

That was that. Baudu was still hoping that Colomban was going 
to throw himself into his arms, crying, ‘Father, you should rest, it’s 
our turn to fight, give us the shop as it is, so that we can perform the 
miracle of saving it!’ Then he looked at him, and was overcome with 
shame; he secretly accused himself of havmg wanted to dupe his chil- 
dren. The old shop-keeper’s mania for honesty was aroused in him; 
it was this cautious young man who was right, for there are no feel- 
ings in business, there are only figures. 

‘Give me a kiss, my boy,’ he said in conclusion. ‘It’s settled then, 
we won’t discuss marriage again for a year. We must think about ser- 
ious things first and foremost.’ 

That evening in their bedroom, when Madame Baudu questioned 
her husband as to the results of the interview, he had regained his 
obstinate determination to fight personally to the end. He praised 
Colomban very highly: a reliable lad, steadfast in his ideas and, what 
is more, brought up according to sound principles, incapable, for ex- 
ample, of joking with the customers like those country bumpkins at 
the Bonheur. No, he was honest, he was one of the family, he 
didn’t gamble on the sales as if they were shares on the Stock 
Exchange. 

‘Well, when’s the wedding going to be?’ asked Madame Baudu. 

‘Later on,’ he replied. ‘When I’m in a position to keep my prom- 
ises.’ 

She made no movement, but merely replied; 

‘It’ll be the death of our girl.’ 

Roused with anger. Baudu controlled himself. It would be the 
death of him if they went on upsetting him like that, all the time! Was 
it his fault? He loved his daughter, he talked of shedding his blood 
for her; but all the same he couldn’t make the shop do well when it 
didn’t want to any longer. Genevieve should be sensible and have a 
little patience, until they had a better stock-taking. Damn it all! Col- 
omban was staying there, no one would steal him! 

‘It’s incredible!’ he went on repeating. ‘Such a well-brought-up 
girl!’ 

Madame Baudu said no more. No doubt she had guessed at the 
tortures of jealousy which Genevieve was suffering; but she did not 
dare confide them to her husband. She had always been prevented by 
a queer, feminine modesty from broaching certain delicate subjects 
of an emotional nature with him. When he saw that she remained 
silent, he directed his anger against the people opposite, shaking his 

216 


I 


fists in the air at the building-site where, that night, iron girders were 
being installed with great blows from a hammer. 

Denise was going to go back to work at the Bonheur des Dames 
again. She realized that the Robineaus, forced to cut down their staff, 
did not know how to give her notice. The only way they could still 
keep going was by doing everything themselves; Gaujean, persisting 
in his feud with the Bonheur, was giving longer credit, and was even 
promising to find funds for them; but they were beginning to be 
frightened, they wanted to make an attempt at economy and order. 
For a fortnight Denise fell that they were ill at ease with her; and she 
was forced to take the initiative and say that she had a job elsewhere. 
It was a relief; Madame Robineau, deeply moved, kissed her. swear- 
ing that she would always miss her. Then when, in reply to a ques- 
tion, the girl answered that she would go back to Mouret’s shop. 
Robineau went pale. 

‘YouTe right,’ he shouted violently. 

It was not so easy to break the news to old Bourras. Nevertheless, 
Denise had to give him notice, and she dreaded it, for she felt deeply 
grateful to him. Bourras. in fact, was in a constant slate of anger, be- 
ing right in the middle of the hubbub of the neighbouring building- 
site. Carts with building materials barred the way to his shop; pick- 
axes were knocking at his walls; everything in his house, all the um- 
brellas and walking-sticks, were dancing to the noise of hammers. It 
seemed as if the hovel, obstinately remaining in the midst of this 
demolition work, was going to crack. But what was worst of all was 
that the architect, in order to connect the shop's existing departments 
with those which were being installed in the old Duvillard mansion, 
had had the idea of digging a passage underneath the little house 
which separated them. This house belonged to Mouret & Co. Ltd. and 
as there was a clause in the lease that the tenant had to agree to repair 
work being carried out, one fine morning some workmen turned up. 
At this, Bourras almost had a stroke. Surely it was enough to con- 
strict him on all sides, left, right and centre, without getting him by 
the feet as well and eating the earth from under him? He had chased 
the builders away, and was taking the matter to court. Repair work, 
agreed! But this was a question of making improvements. It was 
thought in the neighbourhood that he would win his case, though this 
was by no means certain. Anyway, the case threatened to be a long 
one, and people were taking a passionate interest in the interminable 
duel. 

On the day when Denise finally plucked up courage to give him 
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notice, it so happened that Bourras was just returning from his 
lawyer. 

‘Would you believe it!’ he exclaimed, ‘they say now that the house 
is unsound, they’re trying to make out that the foundations need re- 
pairing. Upon my word! They’re sick of shaking it with their damned 
machines. It’s not surprising if it's breaking up!’ 

Then, when the girl had announced to him that she was leaving, 
and that she was going back to the Bonheur with a salary of a thou- 
sand francs, he was so upset that he could only hold his old, trem- 
bling hands up to heaven. Emotion had made him sink into a 
chair. 

‘You! You tool’ he stammered. ‘Well, there’s only me now. there’s 


no one left but me!’ 

After a silence he asked: 

‘What about the boy?’ 

‘He'll go back to Madame Gras,’ Etenise replied. ‘She was very 
fond of him.’ 

Once more they fell silent. She would have preferred him to have 
been furious, swearing, banging his fists: the sight of the old man, 
shaken to the core and crushed, cut her to the heart. But he was 
gradually recovering, he was starting to shout again. 

‘A thousand francs, one doesn’t turn that down. . . . You’ll all go. 
Go on then, leave me alone. Yes, alone, d’you hear? There’s one 
person who’ll never give in. . . . And tell them that Tll win ray case, 
even if I have to put my last shirt on it!’ 

Denise was not leaving Robineau until the end of the month. She 
had seen Mouret again, everything was in order. One evening she 
was just going to go up to her room again when Deloche, who was 
standing under an archw'ay on the look-out for her, stopped her as 
she pa.s.sed. He was in very good mood, he had just heard the great 
news, the whole shop was talking about it, he said. And he gaily re- 
counted to her the gossip of the counters. 

‘You know, the ladies in the mantle department look pretty silly!’ 

Then, breaking off: 

‘By the way, you remember Clara Prunaire. . . . Well! It seems that 
she and the governor. . . . D’you get me?’ 

He had become very red. She, quite pale, exclaimed: 

‘Monsieur Mouret!’ 

‘It’s an odd taste, isn't it?’ he went on. ‘A woman who looks like 
a horse. . . . That little thing from the lingerie department that he had 
twice, last year, was at least nice. Anyway, it’s bis affair.’ 
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Once back in her room, Denise felt faint. It was because she had 
gone upstairs too quickly, of course. Leaning her elbows on the win- 
dow-sill. she had a sudden vision of Valognes, of the empty street 
with its mossy paving-stones, which she used to see from her room as 
a child, and she was seized with a desire to live there again, to lake 
refuge in the oblivion and peace of the country. Paris got on her 
nerves, she haled the Bonheur des Dames, she couldn't think why she 
had agreed to go back there. She was sure to suffer there again; since 
hearing Deloche’s stories she was already suffering from some name- 
less distress. And then, for no reason, a flood of tears forced her to 
leave the window. She cried for a long time, and then recovered a 
little courage with which to go on living. 

The next day, at lunch lime, Robineau sent her on an errand, and 
as she was passing by the Vieil Eibeuf and saw that Colomban was 
alone in the shop, she pushed open the door. The Baudus were hav- 
ing lunch, the sound of forks could be heard at the far end of the 
little hall. 

‘You can come in,’ said the shop-assistant, ‘they’re at lunch.’ 

But she signalled to him to be silent and led him into a corner. 
Lowering her voice, she said: 

‘It’s you I want to talk to. . . . Haven't you ajiy heart? Can't you 
see that Genevieve loves you. and that it'll be the death of her?’ 

She was shaking all over, she was once more in the throes of the 
fever she had been in the day before. He. startled, taken aback by 
this sudden attack, could not think of anything to say. 

Can t you understand?’ she went on. ‘Genevieve knows that you 
love someone cl.se. She told me so, she sobbed like a child. . . . Oh! 
the poor little thing! She doesn't weigh much, believe me! You 
should see her little arms! It’s enough to make one weep. . . . Really, 
you can’t leave her to die like that!’ 

Finally, completely overwhelmed, he spoke. 

‘But she isn’t ill. you’re exaggerating ... I can’t see it myself. . . . 
And then, it’s her father who’s putting off the wedding.’ 

Denise harshly pointed out that this was a lie. She had sensed that 
the slightest insistence from the young man would have persuaded 
her uncle. As to Colomban’s surprise, that was not pretence: he had 
really never noticed that Genevieve was slowly dying. It came as a 
very disagreeable eye-opener to him. So long as he had been un- 
aware of it, he had not had very much with which to reproach him- 
self. 

‘And who for?’ Denise went on. ‘For a nobody! Why, don’t you 
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know what sort of a person you love? I didn’t want to make you un- 
happy before, I’ve often avoided answering your endless ques- 
tions Well, she carries on with everyone, she doesn’t care a straw 

for you. you’ll never have her, or else you’ll have her as others have, 
once in a while in passing.’ 

Very pale, he was listening to her and, at each phrase that she 
flung in his face through clenched teeth, his lips trembled slightly. 
She was giving way to a rage of which she had not been conscious, 
and had suddenly become cruel. 

‘Anyway,’ she gave a final shriek, ‘she’s living with Monsieur 
Mouret, if you want to know!’ 

Her voice was choking, she had become even paler than he was. 
They looked at each other. 

Then he stammered: 

‘I love her.’ 

At that Denise felt ashamed. Why was she talking to the lad like 
that, and what had made her lose her temper? She remained mute, 
the simple words which he had just replied were reverberating in her 
heart with a distant sound of bells which deafened her. ‘I love her, I 
love her,’ the words re-echoed. He was right, he couldn’t marry any- 
one else. 

As she was turning round she caught sight of Genevieve, on the 
dining-room threshold. 

‘Be quiet!’ she said rapidly. 

But it was too late, Genevieve must have heard. All the blood had 
left her face. Just at that moment a customer opened the door; it was 
Madame Bourdelais, one of the few remaining faithful of the Vieil 
Elbeuf, where she found hard-wearing articles; Madame de Boves 
had followed the fashion and gone over to the Bonheur long ago, 
even Madame Marly, completely conquered by the enticing displays 
opposite, did not come any more. Genevieve was forced to step for- 
ward in order to say in her toneless voice: 

‘What does Madame require?’ 

Madame Bourdelais wanted to see some flannel. Colomban took 
down a length from the shelf. Genevieve showed her the material; 
and there they both \\ere. their hands cold, close together behind the 
counter. Meanwhile Baudu was coming out last of all from the little 
dining-room, following his wife, who had gone to sit down in the 
cash-desk. But he did not at first interfere in the sale; he had 
smiled at Denise, and remained standing, looking at Madame 
Bourdelais. 
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‘That’s not pretty enough,’ she was saying. ‘Show me what you 
have that is stronger.’ 

Colomban took down another length. There was a silence. Mad- 
ame Bourdelais was examining the material. 

‘And how much is it?’ 

‘Six francs, Madame,’ Genevieve replied. 

The customer made a gesture of annoyance. ‘Six francs! But 
they’ve got the same thing opposite at five francs!’ 

Baudu winced slightly. He could not help intervening, very politely. 
‘No doubt Madame had made a mistake, those goods should have 
been sold at six francs fifty, it was impossible for anyone to sell 
them at five francs. She must certainly be thinking of some other 
material.’ 

‘No. no,’ she was repeating, with the obstinacy of a middle-class 
woman who prided herself on being an expert. 

‘It’s the same material. Perhaps it’s even slightly thicker.’ 

In the end the argument became acrimonious. Baudu. with a fur- 
ious face, was making an effort to remain smiling. His resentment 
against the Bonheur des Dames was bursting in his breast. 

‘Really,’ said Madame Bourdelais in the end. ‘You’ll have to treat 
me more civilly, or else I shall go across (he road, like the others.’ 

Then he lost his head and. shaken with pent-up rage, shouted: 

‘Very well! Go across the road then!’ 

At that she stood up. deeply offended, and left w-ithout looking 
back, replying as she did so: 

‘That’s just what I’m going to do. Monsieur.’ 

They were dumbfounded. The master’s violence had startled them 
all. He himself was still frightened and trembling at what he had just 
said. The phrase had slipped out against his will, in an outburst of 
long pent-up resentment. And now the Baudus, motionless, their 
arms sagging, were watching Madame Bourdelais as she was crossing 
the street. She seemed to them to be carrying away their fortune with 
her. When she went through the high doorway of the Bonheur. at 
her leisurely pace, when they saw her back lost in the crowd, they 
felt as if something had been torn away from them. 

There goes another they’re taking away from us!’ murmured the 
draper. 

Then, turning towards Denise, of whose new appointment he was 
aware, he said: 

‘You too, they’ve taken you back. . . . There now. I don’t hold 
it against you. Since they’ve got the money, they’ve got the power.’ 
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Just at that moment Denise, still hoping that Genevieve had not 
been able to overhear Colomban, was whispering in her ear: 

‘Cheer up. do. he loves you.’ 

But, ill a very low voice the girl replied: 

‘Why do you lie? Just watch! He can’t help it, he’s looking over 
there. ... I know very well that they’ve stolen him from me, like 
they steal everything from us.’ 

She sat down in the seat in the cashier’s desk, beside her mother. 
The latter had no doubt guessed the fresh blow the girl had received, 
for her eyes, full of anguish, went from her to Colomban, and then 
travelled back to the Bonheuragain. It was true, it was stealing every- 
thing from them: from the father, his money: from the motlier, her 
dying child; from the daughter, a husband for w'hom she had waited 
ten years. Faced with this condemned family Denise, whose heart 
was flooded with compassion, w’as afraid for a moment that she was 
wicked to go back. Was she not once more going to lend a hand to 
the machine which was crushing the poor? But it was as if she was 
being swept along by some kind of force, she felt that she was not 
doing wrong. 

‘Pooh!’ Baudu resumed, in order to bolster up his courage, ‘we 
shan't die of it! If we lose one customer, we'il find a couple more. . . . 
Listen. Denise: I've got here seventy thousand francs which are going 
to make that Mouret of yours have sleepless nights. . . . Come along, 
the rest of you! Don’t look as if you were at a funeral!’ 

But he could not cheer them up. and he himself relapsed once more 
into bleak despair; and there they all stood. looking at the monster, 
drawn by it, obses.sed by it, gorging themselves on their misfortune. 
The work was almost finished, the scaffolding had been taken away 
from the front of the building, one whole section of the colossal edi- 
fice was visible, its walls white, with spacious, light shop windows 
in them. Just then, all along the pavement which was at last open to 
traffic again, eight vans were lined up and were being loaded one 
after the other by porters outside the dispatch office. A ray of sun- 
light was cutting through the street, and in it the green door panels 
picked out in yellow and red were sparkling like mirrors, sending 
blinding reflections right into the depths of the Vieil Elbeuf. The 
coachmen, dressed in black and with a dignified bearing, were hold- 
ing the horses, superb teams, tossing their silver-plated bridles on 
short rein. Each time a van was full there was a resounding rumble 
on the paving-stones which made the small neighbouring shops 
shake. 
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And then, faced with this triumphal procession which they had to 
suffer twice a day, the Baudus felt their hearts breaking. The father’s 
courage left him as he wondered where that continual stream of 
goods could be going; whereas the mother, made ill by her daughter’s 
anguish, went on looking without seeing anything, her eyes drowned 
witli great tears. 
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IX 


On Monday, March 14th, the Bonheur des Dames was inaugurat- 
ing its new building by a grand display of summer fashions, which 
was to last for three days. Outside, a bitter north wind was blowing, 
and passers-by, surprised by this return of winter, were hurr>ing 
along, buttoning up their overcoats. Meanwhile, the small shops in 
the neighbourhood were in a ferment of excitement; and the pale 
faces of the small tradesmen could be seen pressed against their win- 
dows, busy counting the first carriages which were drawing up out- 
side the new main entrance in the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augustin. This 
entrance, as lowering and vast as the porch of a church, surmounted 
by a group portraying Industry and Commerce shaking hands in the 
midst of a wealth of symbolic emblems, was sheltered by a vast awn- 
ing which, freshly gilded, seemed to light up the pavements with a 
flash of sunlight. To the right and left the shop fronts stretched out, 
their whiteness still looking garish, going round the corners into the 
Rue Monsigny and the Rue de la Michodi^re, occupying the whole 
block except on the side of the Rue du Dix-EMcembre, where the 
Credit Imraobilier was going to build. When the small tradespeople 
raised their heads they saw along the whole length of this barrack-like 
extension, pile upon pile of goods visible through the plate-glass win- 
dows which, from the ground floor to the second floor made the shop 
open to the public gaze. This enormous block, this colossal bazaar 
blotted out their sky, and seemed to them to have something to do 
with the cold with which they were shivering, behind their icy coun- 
ters. 

Meanwhile, from six o’clock onwards, Mouret was there, giving 
his final orders. In the centre, on a straight line from the main en- 
trance. a broad gallery ran from one end of the shop to the other, 
flanked on the right and left by two narrower galleries, the Monsigny 
Gallery and the Michodidre Gallery. The courtyards had been glazed 
in and transformed into halls; and iron staircases rose from the 
ground floor, iron bridges had been thrown across from one end 
to the other on both floors. It so happened that the architect was in- 
telligent. a young man in love with modernity, and he had made use 
of stone only for the basements and the corner pillars, and then had 

224 



made the whole of the rest of the framework of iron, with columns 
holding up the assembly of girders and beams. The counter-arches 
of the flooring and the internal partitions were of brick. Everywhere 
space and light had been gained, air was freely let in. the public had 
plenty of room to move about beneath the audacious curves of the 
wide-spaced trusses. It was the cathedral of modern business, strong 
and yet light, built for a multitude of customers. After the bargains 
by the door in the central gallery on the ground floor, there came the 
tie, glove and silk departments; the Monsigny Gallery was occupied 
by the household linen and the printed cotton goods, the Michodidre 
Gallery by the haberdashery, hoisery, cloth and woollen departments. 
Then, on the first floor, there were the ready-made clothes, lingerie, 
shawls, lace and other new departments, while the bedding, carpet 
and furnishing materials, all the bulky goods and those which were 
difficult to handle, were relegated to the second floor. By this time 
there were altogether thirty-nine departments and eighteen hundred 
employees, of which two hundred were women. A whole world was 
springing up there amidst the life echoing beneath the high metal 
naves. 

Mouret's sole passion was the conquest of Woman. He wanted her 
to be queen in his shop, he had built this temple for her in order to 
hold her at his mercy there. His main tactics consisted in intoxica- 
ting her with flattering attentions, trading on her desires, and ex- 
ploiting her effervescence. Therefore he racked his brains night 
and day in search of new, bright ideas. Already, wishing to eliminate 
the fatigue of stairs for delicate ladies, he had had two lifts, uphol- 
stered in velvet, installed. Next, he had just opened a buffet, where 
fruit juices and biscuits were served free of charge, and a reading- 
room, a colossal gallery excessively richly and luxuriously decorated, 
in which he even ventured to hold picture exhibitions. But this subt- 
lest idea was, when dealing with women devoid of coquetry, that of 
conquering the mother through the child; he let no force go unlap- 
I^d, speculated upon every kind of feeling, created departments for 
little boys and girls, stopped the mothers on their way past by offer- 
ing pictures and balloons to their babies. This free gift of a balloon 
to each customer who bought something was a stroke of genius; they 
were red balloons, made of fine india-rubber and with the name of 
the shop written on them in big letters; when held on the end of a 
string they travelled through the air, parading a living advertisement 
through the streets! 

Publicity was, above all, a tremendous force. Mouret spent as 
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much as three hundred thousand francs a year on catalogues, adver- 
tisements and posters. For his sale of summer fashions he had sent 
out two hundred thousand catalogues, of which fifty thousand, trans- 
lated into all languages, were sent abroad. Now he had them illus- 
trated with drawings, and even enclosed samples with them, glued 
on to the pages. His displays were bursting out ever^^vhere. the Bon- 
heur des Dames was staring the whole world in the face, invading 
walls, newspapers, and even the curtains of theatres. He professed 
that Woman was helpless against advertisements, that in the end she 
inevitably went to see what the noise was about. Thus analysing her 
like a great moralist, he would set even more cunning snares for her. 
For example, he had discovered that she was unable to resist cheap- 
ness, that she bought things without needing them if she thought she 
was getting a bargain; and it was on this observation that he based 
his system of price reductions: he gradually reduced the prices of 
goods which were not sold, preferring to sell them at a loss, faithful 
to the principle of a rapid turnover of stocks. Then, penetrating even 
further into Woman’s heart, he had recently devised ‘returns,’ a 
masterpiece of seduction worthy of the Jesuits. ‘Take it all the same, 
Madame: you can return the article to us if you find you don’t like 
it.’ And a woman who was resisting would find in that a final ex- 
cuse, a possibility of going back on an act of folly: her conscience 
satisfied, she would buy it. By now returns and price reductions were 
already part of the standard methods of the new business. 

But it was in the interior decoration of shops that Mouret revealed 
himself as a master without rival. He laid it down as a law that not 
a corner of the Bonheur des Dames was to remain unfrequented: 
everywhere he insisted upon noise, crowds, life; for life, he would say, 
attracts life, gives birth and multiplies. He put this law into practice 
in a variety of different ways. First of all there should be a crush at 
the entrance, it should seem to people in the street as if there was a 
riot in the shop: and he procured this crush by putting remnants in 
the entrance, shelves and baskets overflowing with articles at very 
low prices, so that working class people accumulated, barring the 
threshold, and gave the impression that the shop was bursting with 
people, when often it was only half full. Then, all through the gal- 
leries, he had the art of hiding the departments which were standing 
i(]le — the shawl department in summer and the cotton materials in 
winter, for example; he would surround them with active depart- 
ments, drowning them in a hubbub. He was the only one so far to 
think of putting the carpet and furniture departments on the second 
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floor, for in those departments customers were more rare, and the 
presence of them on the ground floor would have created cold, empty 
gaps. If he could have found a way of making the street run right 
through his shop, he would have done so. 

Just then Mouret was in the throes of a fit of inspiration. On Sat- 
urday evening, as he was giving a last glance at the preparations for 
Monday’s big sale which they had been busy with for a month, he 
had suddenly realized that the arrangement of departments which 
he had adopted was silly. It was, all the same, an absolutely logical 
arrangement — materials on one side, manufactured goods on the 
other — an intelligent system, which should make it easy for custom- 
ers to find their own way about. In the past, in the muddle of Madame 
H6douin’s little shop, he had dreamed of this system; and now. on 
the day when he was putting it into effect, he felt his faith in it shaken. 
Suddenly he had shouted out that he wanted all that ‘broken up.’ It 
was a question of moving half the shop; they had forty-eight hours 
in which to do it. The staff, startled and jostled, had had to sp)end two 
nights and the whole of Sunday in the midst of an appalling mess. 
Even on Monday morning, an hour before the opening, the goods 
were not yet in place. Undoubtedly the governor was going out of 
his mind, no one could understand it at all; the consternation was 
general. 

‘Come along! Let's hurry!’ Mouret was shouting, with the calm 
assurance born of his genius. ‘Here are some more suits that I want 
taken upstairs. . . . And are the Japanese things installed on the cen- 
tral landing? Come on. my lads, one last effort, you’ll see what a sale 
we’ll have in a minute!’ 

Bourdoncle, too. had been there since dawn. He understood no 
better than the others, and was watching the director with an air of 
anxiety. He had not dared question him. knowing how he was wont 
to greet people in such moments of crisis. All the same, he decided 
to risk it. and asked gently: 

‘Was it really necessary to turn everything upside down like that, 
on the eve of our exhibition?’ 

At first Mouret shrugged his shoulders without replying. Then, 
since Bourdoncle ventured to insist, he burst out: 

‘So that the customers should all huddle together in the same cor- 
ner. I suppose? A fine geometrical idea I had when I thought of 
that! I should never have forgiven myself. . . . Can't you understand 
that I was localizing the crowd? A woman would come in, go straight 
where she wanted, pass from the petticoat to the dress, from the dress 
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to the coat and then leave, without even having got a bit lost! Not one 
of them would so much as have seen our shop!’ 

‘But,’ Bourdoncle pointed out, ‘now that you’ve muddled it all up 
and thrown everything all over the place, the staff will w'ear out their 
legs talcing customers from department to department.’ 

Mouret made a superb gesture. 

*I don’t care a damn! They’re young, it’ll make them grow. And 
if they walk about, so much the better! They’ll look more numerous, 
they’ll swell the crowd. So long as there’s a crush, all will be well!* 

He was laughing, and deigned to explain his idea, lowering his 
voice as he did so: 

‘Here, Bourdoncle, listen to what’ll happen. . . . Firstly, this con- 
tinual coming and going of customers scatters them all over the place, 
multiplies them, and makes them lose their heads; secondly, as they 
have to be conducted from one end of the shop to the other — for ex- 
ample if they want a lining after having bought a dress — these jour- 
neys in every direction triple, for them, the size of the shop; thirdly, 
they are forced to go through departments where they wouldn’t have 
set foot, temptations there catch them as they pass, and they suc- 
cumb; fourthly . . . .’ 

Bourdoncle was laughing with him. Then Mouret. delighted, stop- 
ped in order to shout to the porters: 

‘That’s fine, my lads! Now, a spot of sweeping, and it’ll look 
splendid!’ 

But, turning round, he caught sight of Denise. He and Bourdoncle 
were by the ready-made clothes department, which he had just split 
into two by having the dresses and suits taken up to the second floor, 
at the other end of the shop. Denise, the first to come down, was 
wide-eyed, bewildered by the new arrangements. 

‘What’s this,’ she murmured. ‘We’re moving?* 

This surprise appeared to amuse Mouret, who adored theatrical 
effects of that sort. Denise had been back at the Bonheur since the 
beginning of February, and she had been agreeably surprised to find, 
on meeting the staff again, that it was polite and almost respectful. 
Madame Aur^lie, above all, was kindly disposed to her; Marguerite 
and Clara seemed resigned; even old Jouve was obsequious in a 
rather embarrassed way, as if he wanted to wipe out the unpleasant 
memory of tlie past. The fact that Mouret had said a word sufficed, 
everyone was whispering, watching her as they did so. In the midst 
of this universal friendliness, the only thing which rather hurt her 
was Deloche’s curious sadness, and Pauline’s inexplicable smiles. 
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Meanwhile, Mouret was still looking at her with delight; 

‘Well, Mademoiselle, what are you looking for?’ he asked at last. 

Denise had not seen him. She blushed slightly. Since her return 
he had taken an interest in her, and this touched her very much. 
Without her knowing why, Pauline had described the governor’s 
love affairs with Clara to her in detail: where he saw her, what 
he paid her; and she often brought the subject up again, even adding 
that he had another mistress, that same Madame Desforges who was 
well known to the whole shop. Such stories upset Denise, and in his 
presence she was again seized with the fears she had had in the past, 
with an uneasiness in which her gratitude struggled against her anger. 

‘It’s all this moving house,’ she murmured. 

Then Mouret came closer in order to say to her in a lower voice: 

‘This evening, after the sale, will you come and see me in my 
office? I want to speak to you.’ 

She nodded in confusion without uttering a word, and went into 
the department, where the other sales-girls were arriving. But Bourd- 
oncle had overheard Mouret. and was watching him with a smile. He 
even ventured to say. when they were alone; 

‘That girl again! Look out. it’ll end up by being serious!’ 

Mouret sharply defended himself, hiding his emotion beneath an 
air of casual superiority. 

‘Don’t be silly! The woman who can catch me is not yet born, old 
chap!’ 

As the shop was opening at last, he rushed to give a final glance 
at the various departments. Bourdoncle shook his head. That girl 
Denise, who was so simple and gentle, was beginning to worry him. 
He had defeated her once already by dismissing her ruthlessly. But 
here she was. reappearing again, and he was treating her as a serious 
enemy, saying nothing, but once more biding his time. 

He caught up Mouret, who was downstairs in the Saint-Augustin 
Hall opposite the entrance, shouting: 

‘Who the devil d’you think I am? I said that the blue parasols were 

to be round the edge I want all that broken up. and look sharp 

about it!’ 

He was deaf to all arguments, a team of porters had to rearrange 
tlic display of parasols. Seeing some customers approaching, he even 
had the doors dosed for an instant; he was saying over and over 
again that he would rather not open at all than leave the blue para^ 
sols m the centre. It ruined his compo.sition. Those who had a repu- 
tation as window-dressers. Hutin, Mignot, and one or two others, 

229 



were coming to have a look, craning their necks; but they were pre- 
tending not to understand what he meant, for they belonged to a dif- 
ferent school. . 

Finally the doors were opened again, and people streamed m. 
From the very beginning, even before the shop was full, there was 
such a crush in the entrance hall that the police had to be called in to 
keep the crowd moving on the pavement, Mouret’s calculations had 
been right, all the housewives, a serried throng of shopkeepers wives 
and women in bonnets, were taking by storm the bargains, the rem- 
nants and oddments, which were displayed right into the street. Out- 
stretched hands were continually feeling the materials hanging by 
the entrance, a calico at thirty-five centimes, a pepper-and-salt cloth 
in a wool and cotton mixture at forty-five centimes, above all an 
Orleans cloth at thirty-eight centimes which was playing havoc with 
poor purses. There was much elbowing, a feverish scrimmage round 
the cash-desks and the baskets in which goods at reduced prices 
laces at ten centimes, ribbons at twenty-five centimes, garters at fif- 
teen, gloves, petticoats, ties, cotton socks and stockings— were over- 
flowing and disappearing, as if devoured by the voracious crowd. In 
spile of the cold weather, the salesmen who were selling right outside 
on the pavement were insufficient. A fat woman screamed. Two little 
girls were almost suffocated. 

All the morning the crush increased. Towards one o’clock queues 
were being formed, the street was barricaded as if during riots. Just 
as Madame de Boves and her daughter Blanche were standing hesi- 
tantly on tlie opposite pavement, they were approached by Madame 
Marty, who was likewise accompanied by her daughter Valentine. 

‘What a crowd, eh?’ said the former. ‘It’s killing inside. I shouldn’t 
have come. I was in bed. then I got up because 1 wanted a breath of 
fresh air.’ 

‘It’s the same with me.’ the other declared, T promised my hus- 
band to go and see his sister in Montmartre. Then, as I was passing 
I remembered that I needed some shoe-laces. One might as well buy 
them here as anywhere else, mightn't one? Oh! I shan’t spend a 
penny! I don’t need anything, anyway.’ 

They had not. however, taken their eyes off the door, and they 
were caught up and carried away by the current of the crowd. 

‘No, no, Tm not going in. I’m frightened.’ murmured Madame de 
Boves. ‘Let’s go away, Blanche, we shall be pulverized.’ 

But her voice was grov.-ing weaker, and she was gradually giving 
way to the desire to enter where everyone else was entering; her fear 
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was melting away in the irresistible lure of the crush. Madame Marty 
had also given way. She was repeating: 

Hold my dress, Valentine, . . . My goodness! I’ve never seen any- 
think like this. You’re carried along. What is it going to be like in- 
side!’ 

Seized by the current, the ladies were no longer able to turn back. 
As rivers draw the stray waters of a valley together, so it seemed that 
the stream of customers, flowing right through the entrance hall, was 
drinking in the passers-by from the street, sucking in the population 
from the four corners of Paris. They were only advancing very slowly, 
jammed so tight that they were out of breath, held upright by 
shoulders and stomachs, of which they could feel the flabby warmth; 
and their gratified desire was revelling in this arduous approach, 
which whipped up their curiosity even more. There was a medley of 
ladies dressed in silk, of tradesmen’s wives in shabby dresses, of hat- 
less girls, all of them out of breath, all of them stirred, fired by the 
same passion. A few men, swamped by all those ample bosoms, were 
casting anxious glances around them. In the very thick of the crowd 
a nurse was holding up her baby high in the air, and it was laughing 
with pleasure. And only one thin woman was losing her temper, 
bursting out into ill-natured phrases, and accusing a woman near her 
of winding her. 

T really think my petticoat will get left behind here.’ Madame de 
Boves was repeating. 

Silent, her face still fresh from the air outside. Madame Marty was 
craning her neck above the heads to see, before the others did. the 
depths of the shop stretching away. The pupils of her grey eyes were 
as small as those of a cat coming in from the daylight; and she had 
the fresh complexion and clear gaze of someone awakening. 

‘Ah! At last!’ she said, letting out a sigh. 

The ladies had just managed to extricate themselves. They were 
in the Saini-Augustin Hall, and were extremely surprised to find it 
almost empty. But a sensation of well-being was creeping over them, 
they they were entering spring, after leaving the winter of the 
street. Whereas outside the icy wind of sleet storms was blowing, in 
the galleries of the Bonheur the warm summer months were already 
there, with light materials, the flowery brilliance of soft shades, and 
the rustic gaiety of summer dresses and parasols. 

‘Just look!’ cried Madame de Boves. brought to a standstill and 
gazing upwards. 

It was the display of parasols. All open and rounded like shields. 
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they covered the hall from the window in the ceiling to the varnished 
oak dado. They formed festoons around the arcades of the upper 
storeys; they hung down in garlands all along the pillars: along the 
balustrades of the galleries, and even on the banisters of the stair- 
cases, they ran in serried ranks, symmetrically arranged every- 
where. splashing the walls with red. green and yellow, they seemed 
like great Venetian lanterns, lit for some colossal festivity. In the 
corners there were complicated patterns, stars made of parasols at 
ninety-five centimes, and their light shades — pale blue, creamy 
white, soft pink — were burning with the gentleness of a night-light; 
while above, huge Japanese sunshades covered with golden-col- 
oured cranes flying across a purple sky, were blazing with glints 
of fire. 

Madame Marty was trying to think of a phrase to express her de- 
light, and could only exclaim: 

‘It’s enchanting!’ 

Then, trying to remember her way. she said: 

‘Now, let’s see. shoe-laces are in the haberdashery Til just buy 

my shoe-laces, and then I’m off.’ 

‘I’ll go with you,’ said Madame de Boves. ‘We'll just walk through 
the shop, and nothing more, won’t we, Blanche?’ 

But. at the very door, the ladies were lost. They turned to the left; 
and, as the haberdashery had been moved, they found themselves 
in the midst of ruching. then surrounded by head-dresses. It was hot 
under the covered galleries, the heat was that of a greenhouse, moist 
and shut in, laden with the insipid smell of material, and in it the 
trampling of the crowd was smothered. Then they came back to the 
entrance, where a stream of people leaving was forming, a whole in- 
terminable procession of women and children, above which there 
floated a cloud of red balloons. Forty thousand balloons had been 
prepared, there were boys specially detailed to distribute them. Look- 
ing at the departing buyers, it .seemed as if there was in the air 
above them a flight of enormous soap bubbles, on the end of invisible 
strings, reflecting the fire of the sunshades. The shop was all lit up by 
them. 

‘What a crowd.’ Madame de Boves was declaring. ‘One doesn’t 
know where one is any more.’ 

However, the ladies could not stay in the eddy by the doorway, 
right in the scrimmage of the entrance and exit. Fortunately. Inspec- 
tor Jouve came to their assistance. He was standing in the entrance 
hall, solemn-looking and on the alert, staring at every woman who 
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passed. Being specially in charge of the internal security service, he 
was nosing out thieves, and in particular would follow pregnant 
women, when the feverish look in their eyes aroused his suspicions. 

‘The haberdashery, Mesdames?’ he said obligingly. ‘Turn to the 
left, look, over there, behind the hosiery.’ 

Madame de Boves thanked him. But Madame Marty, on turn- 
ing round, had found that her daughter Valentine was no longer with 
her. She was just beginning to be alarmed when she caught sight of 
her, already in the distance at the end of the Saint-Augustin Hall, 
deeply absorbed in front of an auction table, on which women’s 
scarves at ninety-five centimes were piled up. Mourel employed 
auctioneering, the method of selling goods by word of mouth, by 
which customers were caught and robbed of their money; for he 
made use of any kind of advertisement, he jeered at the discretion of 
some of his colleagues, who held the opinion that the goods alone 
should speak for themselves. Special salesmen, loafing Parisians with 
the gift of the gab. got rid of considerable quantities of small, trashy 
articles in this way. 

‘Oh! Mammal’ murmured Valentine. ‘Just look at these scarves. 
They’ve got an embroidered bird on the corner.’ 

The salesman was putting the article across to the public, swear- 
ing that it was all silk, that the manufacturer had gone bankrupt, and 
that a bargain like that would never occur again. 

‘Ninety-five centimes, can it be true?’ Madame Marly, captivated 
like her daughter, was saying. ‘Why, I might as well take two of them, 
that won’t ruin usi’ 

Madame de Boves remained disdainful. She detested word-of- 
mouth selling, a salesman who called out to her put her to flight. 
Madame Marly was surprised; she did not understand this nervous 
horror of the showman’s {jatter, for her character was quite different, 
she was one of those women who arc happy to be taken by force, to 
steep themselves in the blandishment of a public solicitation, and 
have the pleasure of feeling everything with their hands, wasting their 
time in useless words. 

‘Now,’ she resumed, ‘let’s go quickly for my shoe-laces. ... I don’t 
even want to see anything more.* 

However, as they were going through the silk scarves and the glove 
department, her will once again weakened. There, in the diffused 
light, stood a bright and gaily-coloured display making a delightful 
effect. The counters, symmetrically placed, looked like flower-beds, 
transforming the hall into a formal garden, smiling with a range of 
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soft flower tones. Exposed on the wooden counter, falling from over- 
crowded shelves, and in boxes which had been ripped open, there 
was a harvest of silk scarves, in the brilliant red of geraniums, the 
milky white of petunias, the golden yellow of chrysanthemums, the 
sky blue of verbena; and higher up there was another mass of blos- 
som entwined on brass stems — flchus strewn about, ribbons unrolled, 
a da2zling strand extending and twisting up round the pillars, and 
multiplying in the looking-glasses. But the crowd was being drawn 
above all by a Swiss chalet in the glove department, made entirely of 
gloves: it was Mignot’s masterpiece, and had taken two days to make. 
First of all, black gloves formed the ground floor; then came straw- 
coloured gloves, gloves in greyish-green and burgundy, forming part 
of the decorations, outlining the windows, sketching in the balconies, 
replacing tiles. 

‘What does Madame require?* asked Mignot, seeing Madame 
Marty rooted in front of the chalet. ‘Here are some suede gloves at 
one franc seventy-flve, the finest quality. . . .’ 

He was an inveterate word-of-mouth salesman, calling out to pas- 
sing women from the far end of his counter, pestering them with his 
politeness. As she shook her head in refusal, he went on: 

‘Tyrolean gloves at one franc twenty-five . . . childrens’ gloves 
from Turin, embroidered gloves in all colours. . . .* 

‘No, thank you, I don’t want anything,’ Madame Marty declared. 

But he could feel that her voice was softening, he attacked her 
more roughly by holding the embroidered gloves in front of her; she 
was helpless to resist, and bought a pair. Then, as Madame de Boves 
was watching her with a smile, she blushed. 

‘I am a child, aren’t I? If I don’t hurry up and get my shoe-laces 
and make my escape. I’m lost!’ 

Unfortunately, there was such a congestion in the haberdashery 
department that she could not get served there. They had both been 
waiting for ten minutes and were beginning to get annoyed, when an 
encounter with Madame Bourdelais and her three children took up 
their attention. Madame Bourdelais was explaining, with the calm 
manner of a pretty, yet practical woman, that she had wanted to 
show it all to the children. Madeleine was ten years old, Edmond was 
eight, and Lucien four; they were laughing with delight, it was a 
cheap outing that had been promised them for a long time. 

T'm going to buy a red sunshade, they’re so amusing.’ said Mad- 
ame Marty suddenly; she was walking up and down, growing im- 
patient at waiting there doing nothing. 
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She had chosen one at fourteen francs fifty. Madame Bourdelais, 
who had watched the purchase with a look of disapproval, said to 
her in a friendly way: 

‘You shouldn’t be in such a hurry. In a month’s time you’d have 
got it for ten francs. . . . They won’t catch me like that!’ 

And she explained the theory which, being a good housewife, she 
had evolved. Since the shops were lowering prices, one only had to 
wait. She did not want to be exploited by them, it was she who took 
advantage of their real bargains. There was even a spark of malice 
in her battle with the shops, she boasted that she had never let them 
make a halfpenny’s profit. 

‘Well,’ she ended by saying, ‘I’ve promised to show my little brood 
some pictures, upstairs in the lounge. . . . Why don’t you come with 
me. you’ve plenty of time?’ 

At that the shoe-laces were forgotten, Madame Marty gave in at 
once, whereas Madame de Boves refused, preferring to go all round 
the ground floor first. In any case, the ladies sincerely hoped that they 
would meet again upstairs. Madame Bourdelais was looking for a 
staircase when she caught sight of one of the lifts; and she pushed 
the children into it, to make the outing complete. Madame Marty 
and Valentine also entered the narrow cage, in which people were 
squeezed together tightly; but the looking-glass, the velvet seats, and 
the decorated brass door took up their attention to such an extent 
that they arrived on the first floor without even having felt the gentle 
gliding of the machine. In any case, another treat was awaiting them, 
as soon as they went into the lace gallery. As they were passing by 
the buffet. Madame Bourdelais did not neglect to gorge her little 
family on fruit juice. The room was square, with a large marble coun- 
ter; at either end silver-plated fountains flowed with a thin trickle of 
water; behind, on shelves, bottles were lined up. Three waiters were 
continually wiping and filling glasses. In order to control the thirsty 
customers it had been necessary, with the assistance of a barrier 
covered with velvet, to form a queue, similar to those at theatre 
doors. There was a terrible crush there. Some people, losing all 
scruples when faced with the free dainties, were making themselves 
ill. 

‘Well! Where on earth are they? exclaimed Madame Bourdelais 
when she had extricated herself from the mob, and after having 
wiped the children's faces with her handkerchief. 

Then she caught sight of Madame Marty and Valentine at the end 
of another gallery, far away. They were both still buying, drowned 
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beneath an overflow of petticoats. It was hopeless, mother and 
daughter disappeared, being swept along by a fever of spending. 

When she finally arrived in the reading and writing-room. Madame 
Bourdelais installed Madeleine. Edmond and Lucien at the large 
table: then she helped herself to some albums of photographs from 
a bookcase and took them over to them. The dome of the long room 
was laden with gilding; at either end monumental fireplaces faced 
each other; mediocre pictures, very ornately framed, covered the 
walls; and, between the pillars, in front of each of the arched bays 
opening on to the shop, there were tall green plants in Majolica pots. 
A whole crowd of silent people surrounded the table, which was lit- 
tered with magazines and newspapers, and furnished with stationery 
and ink-pots. Ladies were removing their gloves, writing letters on 
paper bearing the stamp of the shop, and crossing out the heading 
with a stroke of the pen. A few men. lolling back in the depths of 
easy chairs, were reading newspapers. But many people remained 
there without doing anything; there were husbands waiting for wives 
left behind in the departments, young ladies discreetly on the look- 
out for the arrival of a lover, elderly parents deposited there as if in 
a cloakroom, to be picked up again on leaving. This crowd, comfort- 
ably seated, was resting, glancing through the open bays into the 
depths of the galleries and halls, a distant voice from which could 
be heard above the slight scratching of pens and the rustling of news- 
papers. 

‘What! You here!’ said Madame Bourdelais. ‘I didn’t recognize 
you.’ 

Near the children, a lady was disappearing behind the pages of a 
magazine. It was Madame Guibal. She seemed put out by the en- 
counter. But she recovered immediately, and said that she had come 
upstairs to sit down a little, in order to escape the crush of the crowd. 
And. when Madame Bourdelais asked her if she had come to make 
some purchases, she replied in her languid way, veiling the ruthless 
egoism of her gaze behind her eyelids as she did so; 

‘Oh. no! On the contrary. I’ve come to bring something back. Yes, 
some curtains that I’m not satisfied with . . . only, there are so many 
people that I'm waiting until I can get near the department.’ 

She chatted, said that the ‘return’ system was very useful; pre- 
viously. she never used to buy anything, whereas now she occasion- 
ally yielded to temptation. To tell the truth, she returned four out of 
five articles, she was beginning to be known in all the departments 
for the odd dealings which were suspected to be behind the everlast- 
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ing dissatisfaction which made her bring articles back one by one, 
after having kept them for several days. While she was speaking, she 
did not take her eyes off the door of the room; and she seemed re- 
lieved when Madame Bourdeiais turned round to her children so as 
to explain the photographs to them. Almost at the same moment 
Monsieur de Boves and Paul de Vallagnosc came in. The Count, who 
was pretending to show the young man round the new shop, ex- 
changed a quick look with her; then she buried herself in her read- 
ing again, as if she had not noticed him. 

‘Why, Paul!’ a voice came from behind the gentlemen. 

It was Mouret, who was engaged in keeping his eye on the vari- 
ous departments. There were handshakes, and he asked at once: 

‘Has Madame de Boves done us the honour of coming?’ 

‘I’m afraid not,’ the Count replied, ‘and to her great regret. She’s 
not well. . . . Oh! it’s nothing serious.’ 

But, suddenly, he pretended to catch sight of Madame Guibal. He 
made his escape and went up to her, hat in hand; the other two were 
content to greet her from a distance. She. too, was pretending to be 
surprised. Paul had given a smile; he understood, at last, and he 
told Mouret in a low voice how he had met the Count in the Rue 
Richelieu and how the latter, having done his be.st to avoid him. had 
in the end dragged him off to the Bonheur under the pretext that one 
simply had to see it. For a year the lady had been extracting what 
money and pleasure she could from the Count, never writing to him, 
but always arranging to meet him in public places, in churches, 
museums or shops, where they could conspire together. 

‘I believe each time they meet they have a different hotel room,’ 
the young man was murmuring. ‘Last month, when he was on a tour 
of inspection, he wrote to his wife every other day from Blois, from 
Libournc, from Tarbes; and yet I’m convinced that I saw him going 
into a family boarding-house near the Batignoiles. . . . Just look at 
him. do! Isn’t he handsome, standing there in front of her. with all 
the decorum of an official! That’s the old France for you. my friend, 
the old France!’ 

‘What about your marriage?’ asked Mouret. 

Without taking his eyes off the Count. Paul replied that they were 
still wailing for his aunt to die. Then, with a triumphant air, he said: 

‘Fherc, did you see? He bent down, and .slipped her an address. 
There, she’s taking it, with her most virtuous expression: she’s a real 
terror, that dainty red-head is, with her unconcerned air. . . . Well, 
there arc fine goings-on In your shop!* 
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‘Oh!’ said Mouret smiUng, ‘it’s not my shop, the ladies are at home 

'’"He went on to joke about it. Love, like swallows, brought luck to 
houses Of course he knew all about them, the tarts who had then 
tot along the counters, the ladies who. by chance, met a fn^d 
there, but it they did not buy anything, they at least swelled 
bers. they warmed up the shop. Wliile he was speaking, he 1^ his old 
school-fellow along and made him stand on the threshold of the 
room facing the great central gallery, the succeeding halls of which 
“re 'strerhing out below them. Behind them, the wriung-room was 
t meditation, with its little sounds of fidgety pens and 

?ustlfng newspapers. An old gentleman had fallen asleep over he 
Monitmr. Mon.sieur de Boves was studying the pictures, with the 
obvious intention of losing his future son-indaw in the 
alone in the midst of the calm. Madame Bourdelais was amusing 
her children at the top of her voice, as if m conquered , 

‘You can see. they’re at home here.’ repeated Mouret with a gra 
gesture, indicating the congestion of women with which the depart 

"'TusVthcn "Madame Desforges, who had almost had her coat torn 
off by the crowd, was at last entering and going through the first hall 
Then, when she reached the main gallery, she looked up. It was like 
the nave of a station, surrounded by the balustrades of the two up^r 
storeys, intersected by hanging staircases and with 
bridges crossing it. The iron staircases with double spirals opened 
out in bold curves, multiplying the landings; the iron bridges, thrown 
across the void, were running straight through it very high up; and 
beneath the pale light from the windows all this metal fomed a 
delicate piece of architecture, a complicated lacework through which 
the daylight passed, in which storeys were piled one on top ot the 
other and lialls were opening out, through which other storeys and 
other halls could be glimpsed, ad infimtiim. Metal held sway every- 
where, what is more, the young architect had had the honesty and 
courage not to disguise it under a layer of whitewash imitating stone 
or wood. Downstairs, so as not to overshadow the merchandise, the 
decorations were sober, large plains of one colour, in a neutral tmt; 
then, as the metal framework rose, so the capitals of the coluMS 
became richer, the rivets formed rosettes, the corbels and brackets 
were loaded with sculpture; finally, at the top, there was a brilliant 
burst of green and red paint, in the midst of a wealth of gold, cas- 
cades of gold, a whole crop of gold, right up to the very' windows, the 
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panes of which were enamelled and inlayed in gold. Beneath the 
covered galleries, those bricks of the counter-arches which were 
visible were also enamelled in bright colours. Mosaics and ceramics 
were introduced into the decorations, brightening up the friezes, 
lighting up the austerity of the general effect with their fresh tones; 
while the staircases, with banisters covered with red velvet, were 
decorated with a strip of reticulated, polished ironwork, shining like 
the steel of armour. 

Although she was already familiar with the new building. Madame 
Desforges had slopped, struck by the turbulent life which, that day. 
was animating the immense nave. Downstairs, the eddy of the crowd 
was going on all round her. its dual stream of entry and exit was 
making itself felt as far as the silk department: the crowd was still 
very mixed, although with the advent of the afternoon more ladies 
were to be seen among the tradespeople and housewives; there were 
many women in mourning, wearing long veils; there was still a num- 
ber of errant nurses, shielding their babies with their stretched-out 
elbows. This sea of multi-coloured hats, of bare heads, fair or dark, 
was flowing from one end of the gallery to the other, looking blurred 
and faded beside the startling brilliance of the materials. Wherever 
she looked Madame Desforges could see nothing but enormous plac- 
ards with huge figures on them, garish spots standing out against the 
bright prints, the glossy silks, the sombre woollens. Heads were half 
cut off from sight by piles of ribbons, a wall of flannel stood out like 
a headland, everywhere mirrors were making the shop recede further 
into the distance, reflecting displays together with patches of the 
public — faces seen looking-glass wise, bits of shoulders and arms; 
while to the left and right glimpses could be caught of side galleries! 
the snowy drifts of household linen, the dappled depths of the hosiery 
—lost m the distance, illuminated by a ray of light from some bay 
window— where the crowd had become nothing but a dusting of 
humanity. Then, when Madame Desforges looked up she saw all up 
the staircases, along the suspension bridges, round the balustrades 
of each story, an unbroken, murmuring stream of people ascending, 
a whole multitude of people in the air. travelling through the fret- 
work of the enormous metal framework, silhouetted in black against 
the diffus^ light of the enamelled panes. Great gilded chandeliers 
were hanging from the ceiling; an awning of carpets, of brocades, of 
materials workj^ with gold, was hanging down, draping the balus- 
trades with brilliant banners; and from one end to the other there 
were flights of lace, fluttcrings of muslin, triumplial wrciilhs of silk, 
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apotheoses of half-clad lay figures; and finally above all this con- 
fusion right at the very top. the bedding department was displaymg 
little iron bedsteads together with their mattresses and draped with 
white curtains, seemingly suspended, and looking like a dormitory 
of schoolgirls sleeping in the midst of the trampling of the custom- 
ers. who became rarer as the departments rose higher. 

‘Does Madame require some cheap garters?’ said a salesman to 
Madame Desforges, seeing her motionless. ‘All silk, one franc forty- 

five.’ . 

She did not deign to reply. Around her the auctioneers were yelp- 
ing, growing ever more excited. All the same, she did want to know 
where she was. Albert Lhorame’s cash-desk was on her left; he knew 
her by sight and. completely unhurried in the midst of the stream of 
invoices with which he was being besieged, he took the liberty of 
giving her a pleasant smile; behind him. Joseph was struggling with 
the string-box, unable to cope with doing up the parcels. Then she 
realized where she was. the silk department must be ahead of her. 
But the crowd was growing to such an extent that it took her ten 
minutes to get there. The red balloons at the end of their invisible 
strings had multiplied in the air; they were piling up into crimson 
clouds, streaming gently towards the doors, continuing to pour out 
into Paris: and. when they were held by very small children with the 
strings lightly wound round their little hands, Madame Desforges 
had to bend her head down beneath the flight of balloons. 

'What. Madame, you’ve ventured in here?’ exclaimed Bouthe- 
mont gaily, as soon as he caught sight of Madame Desforges. 

Nowadays the section manager, who had been taken to her house 
by Mouret himself, occasionally went there for tea. She considered 
him common, but extremely pleasant, with a fine full-blooded tem- 
perament which she found surprising and amusing. What is more, 
two davs earlier without thinking, he had told her straight out about 
Mourei’s love affair with Clara, with the stupidity of a coarse lad 
who enjoyed a good laugh; and. eaten up with jealousy, hiding her 
wound under an air of disdain, she had come in order to discover 
who the girl was, for he had simply said it was a young lady from 
the mantle department, refusing to name her. 

'Is there something we can do for you?’ he resumed. 

'Certainly, othenvise I shouldn’t have come. . . . Have you some 
silk suitable for a matinee jacket?’ 

She hoped to extract the name of the girl from him. for she had 
been seized with an urge to see her. He had immediately summoned 
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Favier; and he started to chat with her again while waiting for the 
salesman, who was just finishing serving a customer, the ‘pretty lady’ 
it so happened, that beautiful fair woman of whom all the depart- 
ment was wont to talk, without knowing anything about her life or 
even her name. This time the pretty lady was in deep mourning. 
Fancy now! Whom had she lost, her husband or her father? Certainly 
not her father or she would have looked sadder. Well, so there, she 
was not a tart, she had a real husband — unless, of course, she was in 
mourning for her mother? In spite of the amount of work, the de- 
partment exchanged conjectures for a few minutes. 

‘Hurry up, it’s intolerable!’ shouted Hutin to Favier. who was 
coming back from escorting his customer to the cash-desk. ‘When 
that lady’s there you take an endless time. ... As if she cares about 
you!’ 

‘Not half as little as I care about her,’ replied the irritated sales- 
man. 

But Hutin threatened to report him to the management if he did 
not have more regard for the customers. Ever since the department 
had banded together to get him Robineau’s place he had become a 
real terror, peevishly severe. In fact, he was so unbearable, after all 
the promises of good comradeship with which he had previously 
buttered up his colleagues, that they, from then on, secretly suppor- 
ted Favier against him. 

‘Come on now, don’t answer back,’ Hutin went on severely. 
‘Monsieur Bouthemont is asking you for some foulard, the palest 
designs.’ 

In the middle of the department an exhibition of summer silks was 
illuminating the hall with the brilliancy of dawn, like the rising of a 
star amidst the most delicate shades of daylight — pale pink, soft yel- 
low, clear blue, a shimmering scarf of all the colours of the rainbow. 
There were foulards as fine as a cloud, surahs lighter than the down 
blown from trees, satiny Pekin fabrics with the supple skin of a 
Chinese virgin. And there were also pongees from Japan, tussores 
and corahs from India, not to mention French light silks — fine stripes, 
tiny checks, floral patterns, every dc.sign imaginable — which con- 
jured up visions of ladies in furbelows walking on May mornings 
beneath great trees in a park. 

‘I’ll take this one, the Louis XIV design with nosegays of roses on 
it,’ said Madame Desforges in the end. 

While Favier was measuring it. she made one last attempt to pump 
Bouthemont, who had remained near her. 
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‘I’m going up to the mantle department to look at some travel 
coats Is she fair, the girl you were telling me about^’ 

The section-manager, who was beginning to be alarmed by her in- 
sistence. merely smiled. But, just then. Denise happened to pass by. 
She had just handed over Madame Boutarel— the provincial lady 
who came to Paris twice a year in order to squander at the Bonheur 
the money which she skimped from her housekeeping — to Li6nard, 
in the merinos. And, as Favier was already taking Madame Des- 
forges’s foulard. Hutin, thinking to annoy him. stopped the girl as 
she went by. 

‘Don’t trouble. Mademoiselle will be so good as to accompany 
Madame.’ 

Denise, confused, of course consented to take charge of the parcel 
and the invoice. She could not meet the young man face to face with- 
out feeling ashamed, as if he reminded her of some past indiscretion. 
Yet the sin had only been in her dreams. 

‘Tell me.’ Madame Desforges asked Bouthemont in a very low 
voice, ‘isn’t this the girl who was so clumsy? So he’s taken her on 
again then? Why, she must be the heroine of the adventure!’ 

‘Perhaps,’ replied the section-manager, still smiling and deter- 
mined not to tell the truth. 

Then, preceded by Denise, Madame Desforges slowly ascended 
the staircase. She was forced to stop every other second so as not to 
be carried away by the stream of people coming down. In the living 
vibration which was shaking the whole shop, the iron stringers of the 
staircase had a perceptible motion beneath the feet, as if trembling at 
the breath of the crowd. A dummy was firmly fixed on each step, 
displaying a motionless garment, a suit, or an overcoat, or a dress- 
ing-gown; they looked like a double row of soldiers lined up for some 
triumphal procession, and each one had a little wooden handle, like 
the handle of a dagger plunged into the red flannel bleeding where 
the neck had been severed. 

Madame Desforges was at last reaching the first floor when a 
thrust even rougher than the others immobilized her for a moment. 
The ground floor departments, the scattered crowd of customers 
which she had just gone through, were now below her. A fresh spec- 
tacle greeted her. an ocean of heads seen fore-shortened, hiding the 
bodices beneath them, swarming with ant-like activity. The white 
placards had become nothing but thin lines, the piles of ribbon were 
crushed, the headland of flannel was a narrow wall cutting across the 
gallery; whilst the carpets and embroidered silks which decked the 
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balustrades were hanging at her feet, like processional banners at- 
tached to the rood-screen of a church. In the distance she could pick 
out the corners of the side-galleries, just as, from the height of the 
eaves of a steeple, one can pick out the corners of neighbouring 
streets where the black spots of passers-by are moving. But she was 
above all surprised when, exhausted as she was and her eyes blinded 
by the brilliant medley of colours, she closed her eyelids and found 
herself even more conscious of the crowd because of the muffled 
sound of a rising tide it was making, and the human warmth being 
given off by it. A fine dust was rising from the floor, laden with the 
odour of Woman, the odour of her underlinen and the nape of her 
neck, of her skirts and of her hair, a penetrating, all-pervading odour 
which seemed to be the incense of this temple dedicated to the wor- 
ship of her body. 

Mouret, still standing outside the reading-room with Vallagnosc, 
was breathing in this odour, intoxicating himself with it, repeating 
as he did so: 

‘They’re at home, 1 know some women who pass the day here, 
eating cakes and writing their letters. It only remains for me to put 
them to bed.’ 

This joke drew a smile from Paul who, with the boredom born of 
his pessimism, still considered the turbulence aroused in this section 
of humanity by such frippery to be idiotic. When he came to see his 
old school-friend, he would go away almost annoyed at seeing him 
so vibrating with life in the midst of his multitude of coquettes. 
Would not one of them, empty-headed and empty-hearted as they 
were, teach him the stupidity and uselessness of existence? Precisely 
on that day. Octave seemed to be losing his splendid poise; he who 
usually breathed fire into his customers with the calm grace of some- 
one operating a machine, seemed to have been caught up in the wave 
of passion which was gradually consuming the shop. Since he had 
seen Denise and Madame Desforges coming up the main staircase 
he was talking more loudly, gesticulating in spite of himself; and. al- 
though he pretended not to turn his head round towards them, he 
was nevertheless becoming more and more animated as he felt them 
approaching. He was getting red in the face, his eyes held something 
of the bewildered rapture which flickered in the end in tlic eyes of 
the customers. 

‘You must be robbed like anything.’ murmured Vallagnosc. who 
thought the crowd had a criminal look about it. 

‘Yes, you can’t imagine how much, old chap.’ 
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And excitedly, delighted to have something to talk about, he ^ve 
a wealth of detail and told him the facts, dividing thieves into 
categories. First of all there were the women who were professional 
thieves, those who did the least harm, for the police knew almost all 
of them. Then came women with a mania for stealing, with a per- 
verted desire, a new kind of neurosis which had been scientifically 
classified by a mental specialist who had observed the acute temp- 
tation exercised on them by big shops. Finally, there were pregnant 
women, who usually specialized in stealing one type of goods: thus, 
for example, the police superintendent had discovered in the home 
of one of them two hundred and forty-eight pairs of pink gloves, 

stolen from every counter in Paris. 

‘So that’s why the women here have such an odd look in their eye!’ 
Vallagnosc murmured. T was watching them, with their greedy, 
guilty looks of mad creatures. ... A fine school of honesty, upon my 
word!’ 

‘Why!’ Mouret replied. ‘In spite of making them at home here, one 
can’t really let them take away the merchandise under their coats. . . 
And very well bred people do it, too. Last week we had a chemist s 
sister and an appeal court judge’s wife. We’re trying to hush it up.* 
He broke off in order to point out Inspector Jouve, who at that 
precise moment was shadowing a pregnant woman downstairs in the 
ribbon department. This woman, whose enormous belly was suffer- 
ing a great deal from the pushes the public was giving it. was accom- 
panied by a woman friend whose business it was, no doubt, to defend 
her against the rougher buffets; each time she stopped in a depart- 
ment Jouve did not take his eyes off her, while her friend near her 
was rummaging coolly in the depths of the display boxes. 

'Oh! He'll nab her,’ Mouret went on. ‘He knows all their tricks.* 
But hi.s voice trembled, the laugh he gave was forced. Denise and 
Henriette, for whom he had been on the look-out all the time, were 
at last passing behind him, after having had great difficulty in freeing 
themselves from the crowd. He turned round, and greeted his cus- 
tomer with the discreet greeting of a friend who does not want to 
compromise a woman by stopping her in the middle of a crowd. But 
she. on the alert, had quite taken in the glance with which he had 
first enveloped Denise. This girl must definitely be the rival whom 
she had had the curiosity to come and see. 

In the mantle department the sales-girls were losing their heads. 
Two girls were ill. and Madame Fr^d^ric, the assistant buyer, had 
calmly given notice the day before, had gone to the pay-desk to have 
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her account made up, and had dropped the Bonheur from one min- 
ute to the next, just as the Bonheur was wont to drop its employees. 
Since the morning, in the heat of the sale, they had talked of nothing 
but this incident. Clara, kept on in the department because of 
Mouret’s whim, considered it ‘a jolly good thing;’ Marguerite was 
describing Bourdoncle’s exasperation; while Madame Aur^lic, ha- 
rassed, was declaring that Madame Frederic might at least have 
warned her, for no one could have imagined such deceit. Although 
Madame Frdd6ric had never confided in anyone, she was nevertheless 
suspected of having left the drapery business in order to marry the 
owner of the public baths not far from the Halles. 

‘Madame requires a travel coat?’ Denise asked Madame Des- 
forges. after having offered her a chair. 

‘Yes,’ the latter replied curtly, determined to be uncivil. 

The department’s new decorations were of an austere richness, 
tall cupboards of carved oak. mirrors taking up the whole v/idth of 
the wall-panels, a red carpet which deadened the continual tread of 
the customers. While Denise was fetching the travel coats Madame 
Desforges, looking around her, caught sight of herself in a mirror: 
and she sat there contemplating herself. Was she growing old then, if 
he was unfaithful to her with the first girl who turned up? The mirror 
reflected the whole department, with all its boisterousness: but she 
saw nothing but her own pale face, she did not hear Clara behind her 
telling Marguerite about one of Madame Fr6d6ric’s mystifications, 
how she used to take a round-about way, morning and evening, go- 
ing along the Choiseul Arcade, so as to create the impression that she 
lived, perhaps, on the left bank. 

Here are our latest models,’ said Denise. ‘We have them in several 
colours.’ 

She was displaying four or five coats. Madame Desforges consid- 
ered them with an air of disdain; and. as each one was shown her, 
she became more difficult. Why all those gathers, which made the 
garment look skimpy? And this one, with square shoulders, looked 
as if it was cut out with an axe! Ft’s all very well to travel, but one 
didn’t want to look like a sentry-box. 

Show me something else. Mademoiselle.’ 

Deni.se was unfolding the garments and folding them up again 
without allowing herself to make a gesture of irritation. And it was 
precisely her serene patience which was making Madame Desforges 
even more exasperated. Her glance kept on returning to the mirror 
opposite her. Now she was looking at herself in it beside Denise, she 
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was making comparisons. Was it really possible for someone to pre- 
fer that insignificant creature to her? She remembered now, this 
creature was certainly the one she had seen before who, when she 
had first started work, had had such an idiotic expression, and had 
been as awkward as a goose-girl fresh from her village. Of course, 
nowadays, she did hold herself better, looking prim and proper in 
her silk dress. Only how insignificant she was. how commonplace! 

‘I will go and get some other models to show Madame.* Denise 
was saying calmly. 

When she came back the scene started all over again. This time 
it was the materials which were too heavy, and were no good at all. 
Madame Desforges was turning round, raising her voice, trying to at- 
tract Madame Aurelie’s attention in the hope that she would get the 
girl into trouble. But the latter, since she had rejoined the shop, had 
little by little conquered the department; she was at home there now, 
and the buyer even acknowledged that she had qualities rare in 
a sales-girl— stubborn gentleness and smiling conviction. And so 
Madame Aur61ie gave a slight shrug of her shoulders, taking care not 
to interfere. 

‘If Madame would be so good as to point out the type of thing. . . ?’ 
Denise was asking once more with polite insistence which nothing 
could discourage. 

‘But you haven’t got a thing!’ cried Madame Desforges. 

She broke off. surprised to feel a hand placed on her shoulder. It 
was Madame Marty, who was being swept through the shop by her 
attack of spending. Since buying the scarves, the embroidered gloves 
and the red sunshade, her purchases had been swelled to such an ex- 
tent that the last salesman had just made up his mind to put the par- 
cels which were making his arms break, down on a chair; and he 
was walking ahead of her, pulling behind him the chair, on which 
petticoats, table-napkins, curtains, a lamp and three door-mats were 
piled up. 

‘Hullo!’ she said, ‘are you buying a travel coat?’ 

'Oh! Goodness, no.' replied Madame Desforges. They’re awful!’ 

But Madame Marty had found a striped coat which she thought 
was not too bad all the same. Her daughter Valentine was already 
examining it. So Denise, in order to rid the department of the article, 
a model from the preceding year, called Marguerite; she, after a 
glance from her companion, described it as an exceptional bargain. 
When she had sworn that it had twice been reduced in price, that 
from a hundred and fifty francs it had been reduced to a hundred and 
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thirty, and that it was now priced at a hundred and ten, Madame 
Marty was powerless to resist the temptation of such cheapness. She 
bought it. and the salesman who was accompanying her abandoned 
the chair, together with a whole wad of invoices attached to the 
goods. 

Meanwhile behind the ladies’ backs, in the midst of the hustle of 
the sales, and gossip of the department about Madame Fr6d6ric was 
continuing. 

‘Honestly, was she going with someone?’ a little sales-girl, new to 
the department, was asking. 

‘The man from the baths, to be sure!’ Clara replied. ‘You’ve got 
to watch those widows who look so steady.’ 

Then, while Marguerite was making out the bill for the coat. 
Madame Marty looked round; and. indicating Clara with a slight flut- 
ter of her eyelids, she said in a very low voice to Madame Desforges: 

‘She’s Monsieur Mouret’s whim of the moment.’ 

The other, surprised, looked at Clara, then her eyes travelled back 
to Denise again as she replied: 

‘Oh no, not the large girl, the little one!’ 

And, as Madame Marty was not daring to insist. Madame Des- 
forges added in a louder voice, full of a lady’s contempt for house- 
maids; 

‘The small girl and the large one too. perhaps, anyone who’s will- 
ing!’ 

Denise had heard. She looked up with her large, innocent eyes at 
the lady who was thus wounding her, and whom she did not know. 
Doubtless it was the person she had been told about, the woman 
whom her employer used to visit outside. In the look which they ex- 
changed Denise had such sad dignity, such candid innocence, that 
Henriette felt embarrassed. 

‘As you haven’t got anything to .show me.’ she said curtly, ‘kindly 
conduct me to the dresses and suits.’ 

‘Why,’ .said Madame Marty. ‘I’ll go there with you. ... I wanted 
to look at a suit for Valentine.’ 

Marguerite look the chair by its back and pulled it the wrong way 
round on its back legs, which were gradually getting worn out by 
such carting about. Denise was only carrying tlic length of foulard 
which Madame Desforges had bought. It was quite a journey, now 
that the suits and dresses were on the second floor, at the other end 
of the shop. 

The great trek all through the overcrowded galleries began. At the 
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head of the procession went Marguerite pulling the chair like a little 
cart, slowly opening up a path. From the lingerie department on- 
wards, Madame Desforges complained: how ridiculous they were, 
these bazaars where you had to go two miles to lay your hand on the 
slightest thing! Madame Marty, too, was saying that she was dead 
with tiredness; but nevertheless she was intensely enjoying her tired- 
ness, the lingering death of her energies, in the midst of the inex- 
haustible spread of merchandise. Mouret’s streak of genius held her 
completely in its grip. As she passed through each department she 
was stopped by it. She made a first halt at the trousseaux, tempted 
by chemises which Pauline sold to her. and Marguerite then got rid 
of the chair, which Pauline had to take over. Madame Desforges 
could have continued her walk in order to liberate Denise more 
quickly; but she seemed happy to feel the girl standing behind her. 
motionless and patient, while she too lingered, giving her friend 
advice. At the baby-linen the ladies went into ecstasies, without buy- 
ing anything. Then Madame Marty began weakening again; she suc- 
cumbed successively to a black satin corset, some fur cuffs being sold 
at a reduced price because of the season, and some Russian lace with 
which, at that time, table-linen was trimmed. All that was piling up 
on the chair, the parcels were mounting, making the wood creak; and 
the salesmen who were succeeding each other harnessed themselves 
to it with increasing difficulty as the load became heavier. 

‘This way, Madame.’ Denise said without complaint after each 
halt. 

‘But it’s idiotic!’ Madame Desforges was exclaiming. ‘We’ll never 
get there. Why didn’t they put the dresses and suits near the mantle 
department? What a mess it is!’ 

Madame Marty, whose eyes were dilating, intoxicated as she was 
by this parade of handsome things dancing before her eyes, was re- 
peating in an undertone: 

‘My goodness! What will my husband say? You’re right, there's 
no system in this shop. One loses one’s way, one does silly things.’ 

On the great central landing the chair had difficulty in getting 
through. Precisely just there Mouret had cluttered up the landing 
by spreading out a display of fancy-goods — cups with gilded zinc 
mounts, work-baskets and trashy liqueur cabinets — because he con- 
sidered that most people were able to move about there too easily, 
that there was no crush there. He had also authorized one of his 
salesmen to display there, on a small table. Chinese and Japanese 
curiosities, a few trinkets at low prices, which the customers were 
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snatching up. It was an unexpected success, he was already thinking 
of enlarging this type of trade. While two porters were taking the 
chair up to the second floor. Madame Marty bought six ivory but- 
tons, some mice made of silk, and an enamelled match-case. 

On the second floor the expedition started again. Denise, who had 
been taking customers round like that since the morning, was ready 
to drop with exhaustion; but she was still dutiful, gentle and polite. 
She had to wait for the ladies once again at the furnishing fabrics, 
where an enchanting cretonne had caught Madame Marty’s eye. 
Then, in the furniture department, the latter hankered for a work- 
table. Her hands were trembling, she laughingly begged Madame 
Desforges to prevent her from spending any more, when a meeting 
with Madame Guibal gave her an excuse. It was in the carpet depart- 
ment, Madame Guibal had at last come upstairs to return a whole 
purchase of oriental door-curtains which she had made five days 
earlier; she was chatting, standing facing the salesman, a great strap- 
ping young man who, from morning to night with the arms of a 
wrestler, was moving loads which were enough to kill an ox. Natur- 
ally, he was in consternation at this ‘return,’ which robbed him of his 
percentage. Therefore he was trying to make the customer feel con- 
fused; he scented some shady goings-on, probably she had given a 
bail, and the door-curtains had been taken from the Bonheur so as 
to avoid hiring them from a carpet-dealer: he knew that that sort 
of thing was sometimes done by the economical middle classes. 
Madame must have some reason for returning them; if it was the 
designs or the colours which did not suit Madame, he would show 
her something else, there was a very wide assortment. To all these 
insinuations Madame Guibal was replying calmly, with the confi- 
dent air of a woman of regal bearing, that she did not like the door- 
curtains any more, without condescending to add an explanation. 
She refused to see any others, and he had to give in. for the salesmen 
had orders to take back goods, even when they noticed that they had 
been used. 

As the three ladies were walking away together, and Madame 
Marty, conscience-stricken, was once more coming back to the ques- 
tion of the work-table which she did not need at all, Madame Guibal 
said to her in her calm voice: 

‘Well! You can return it Didn’t you see? It’s no more difficult 

than that. . . . Anyhow, have it sent to your house. One puts it in 
one’s drawing-room, one looks at it; then, when you're sick of it. you 
return it.’ 
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‘That’s an idea!’ exclaimed Madame Marty. ‘If my husband gets 

too angry. I’ll return the whole lot to them.’ 

This was her supreme excuse, she no longer counted the cost but 
went on buying with the secret desire of keeping it all, for she was 
not the kind of woman who returns things. 

At last they arrived at the dresses and suits. But, as Denise was 
about to hand over to one of .the sales-girls the foulard purchased by 
Madame Desforges, the latter appeared to change her mind, and 
declared that she would definitely take one of the travel coats, the 
light grey one: and Denise had to wait obligingly in order to recon- 
duct her back to the mantle department. The girl was quite aware 
that, at the back of the capricious behaviour of this imperious cus- 
tomer, there was the wish to treat her as a servant; but she had sworn 
to herself that she would stick to her job, she kept up her calm man- 
ner in spite of her pounding heart and her rebellious pride. Madame 
Desforges did not buy anything in the dress and suit department. 

‘Oh, Mamma!’ Valentine was saying, ‘that little suit there, if it 

fits me . . . .’ 

In a low voice Madame Guibal was explaining her tactics to 
Madame Marty. When she liked a dress in a shop she would have it 
sent to her, she would copy the pattern, and then return it. And 
Madame Marty bought the suit for her daughter, murmuring as she 
did so: 

‘It’s a good idea! How practical you are, my dear!’ 

They had had to abandon the chair. It had remained marooned 
in the furniture department, beside the work-table. The weight was 
becoming too much for it, the back legs were threatening to break; 
and it was decided that all the purchases should be centralized at one 
cash-desk in order to be sent down subsequently to the dispatch 
service. 

Then the ladies, still conducted by Denise, wandered around. They 
put in an appearance once again in all the departments. It seemed 
as if there was no one but them on the steps of the staircases, and all 
along the galleries. Every other moment encounters held them up. 
Thus, they ran into Madame Bourdelais and her three children 
again, near the reading-room. The children were loaded with parcels; 
Madeleine had a dress for herself over her arm, Edmond was carry- 
ing a collection of small shoes, while the youngest, Lucien, was wear- 
ing a new peaked cap. 

‘You, too!’ said Madame Desforges laughingly to her old school- 
friend. 
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‘Don’t talk to me about it!’ exclaimed Madame Bourdelais. ‘I’m 
furious. They get at you through these little fellows now! You know. 
it isn t as if 1 m extravagant for myself! But how can one resist these 
little things who want everything? I brought them here for a walk 
and now I’m rifling the shop!’ 

It so happened that Mouret, who was still with Vallagnosc and 
Monsieur de Boves, was listening to her with a smile. She caught 
sight of him and complained to him gaily, but with a basis of real 
irritation, about the snares laid for mother-love; the idea that she had 
just succumbed to the fevers aroused by advertisement made her in- 
dignant; and he. still smiling, bowed, enjoying his triumph. Monsieur 
de Boves had manoeuvred so as to gel nearer to Madame Guibal, 
whom he finally followed out. trying for a second lime to lose Val- 
lagnosc as he did so; but the latter, tired by the mob. hastened to re- 
join the Count. Once more. Denise had stopped to wait for the ladies 
bhe was standing with her back to them. Mouret himself was pre- 
tending not to see her. From that moment on Madame Desforges 
with the delicate flair of a jealous woman, no longer had any doubts! 
While he. as the courtly owner of the shop, was paying her compli- 
ments and walking a few steps at her side, she was reflecting, she was 
wondering how to convict him of his treachery 

Meanwhile. Monsieur de Boves and Vallagnosc. who were walk- 
g ah^d with Madame Guibal. were arriving at the lace depart- 
ment. It was a luxurious salon near the mantle department, lined 
with show-cases, the carved oak drawers of which had folding flaps 

Ihrl^ f U Ihere were 

guipure lace; while on the counters there were 
^a anches of big cards around which were wound Valenciennes 

of room two ladies were 
tting before a transparency of mauve silk on to which Deloche was 
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tions of the shop had been leading up to this supreme temptation, 
that it was there that the hidden alcove of downfall was situated, the 
place of perdition where even the strongest succumbed. Hands were 
being plunged into the overflowing pieces of lace, quivering with 
intoxication from touching them. 

‘It looks as if these ladies are ruining you,’ resumed Vallagnosc, 
amused by the encounter. 

Monsieur de Boves made the gesture of a husband all the more 
sure of his wife’s common sense because he did not give her a penny. 
She, having tramped all the departments with her daughter without 
buying anything, had just ended up in the lace department in a pas- 
sion of unsatisfied desire. Tired out, she was nevertheless standing 
at a counter. She was rummaging in the heap of lace, her hands were 
growing limp, waves of fever were mounting all up her body. Then 
suddenly, as her daughter was turning her head away and the sales- 
man was walking off, she tried to slip a piece of Alen9on under her 
coat. But she gave a start and dropped the piece, on hearing Val- 
lagnosc’s voice saying gaily: 

‘We’ve caught you out, Madame!’ 

For a few seconds she remained mute, dead white. Then she ex- 
plained that, as she had felt much better, she had wanted to get a 
breath of air. When she at last noticed that her husband was with 
Madame Guibal. she completely recovered herself, and looked at 
them in such a dignified way that Madame Guibal felt obliged to 
say: 

‘I was with Madame Desforges, these gentlemen ran into us.’ 

Just then the other ladies arrived. Mouret had accompanied them, 
and he detained them a moment longer in order to point out to them 
Inspector Jouve. who was still shadowing the pregnant woman and 
her friend. It was very odd, one couldn’t imagine what a lot of thieves 
were arrested in the lace department. Madame de Boves, listening to 
him. was visualizing herself — forty-five years old, well off, her hus- 
band in an important position — with a policeman on either side of 
her; she was not at all conscience-stricken, she was only thinking 
that she should have slipped the length of lace up her sleeve. Jouve, 
meanwhile, had just made up his mind to nab the pregnant woman, 
having given up hope of catching her red-handed, and suspecting her 
in any case of having filled her pockets up by such nimble sleight of 
hand that it had escaped him. But when he had taken her aside and 
searched her, to his confusion he found nothing, not even a scarf or 
a button. The friend had disappeared. Suddenly he understood: the 
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pregnant woman was only there to keep him occupied, it was the 
friend who was stealing. 

The story amused the ladies. Mouret, a little annoyed, merely said: 

‘Old Jouve’s been done this time. . . . He’ll have his revenge.’ 

‘Oh!’ concluded Vallagnosc, T don’t think he’s up to it. . . . In any 
case, why do you display so much merchandise? You deserve to be 
robbed. You shouldn’t tempt poor defenceless women to that extent.’ 

It was the last word, and in the mounting fever of the shop it 
struck the jarring note of the day. The ladies were separating, going 
through the congested departments for the last time. It was four 
o’clock, the rays of the setting sun were entering obliquely through 
the wide bays on the front of the shop, obligingly lighting up the 
windows of the halls; and in this red, fire-like brightness, the thick 
dust, raised from the morning onwards by the continual trampling 
of the crowd, was floating upwards, like a golden steam. A sheet of 
fire was running through the big central gallery, making the stair- 
cases. the suspension bridges, and all the hanging iron lacework. 
stand out against a background of flames. The mosaics and the 
ceramics of the friezes were sparkling, the reds and greens of the 
paintwork were being lit up by the fires from the gold so lavislily 
applied. It was as if the displays, the palace of gloves and lies, the 
clusters of ribbons and laces, the tall piles of woollens and calicoes, 
the variegated flower-beds blossoming with light silks and foulards 
were now burning in live embers. The mirrors were glittering, re- 
splendent. The display of sunshades curved like shields was throwing 
off metallic glints. In the distance, beyond streaks of shadow, there 
were faraway, dazzling, departments, teeming with a mob made fair 
by the sunshine. 

In this final hour, in the thick of the overheated air, women were 
reigning supreme. They had taken the shop by storm, they were 
camping in it as in conquered territory, like an invading horde which 
had settled among the wreckage of goods. The salesmen, deafened, 
aching all over, had become nothing but their tools, which they used 
with sovereign tyranny. Fat women were pushing their way through 
the crowd. Thinner ones were standing their ground, becoming over- 
bearing. All of them, their heads held high and their ge.slures off- 
handed, were at home there, they showed no civility to each other, 
but were making use of the shop to such an extent that they were 
even rubbing off the paint from the walls. Madame Bourdclais, want- 
ing to get back some of the money she had spent, had once more 
conducted her three children to the buffet; by now the customers 
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were hurling themselves at it in a paroxysm of greed, even the 
mothers were gorging themselves on Malaga; since the opening eighty 
litres of fruit juice and seventy bottles of wine had been drunk. After 
having bought her travelling coat Madame Desforges had been pre- 
sented with some pictures at the cash-desk; and she was wondering, 
as she went away, how she could get hold of Denise in her house and 
humiliate her there in the presence of Mouret himself, in order to 
watch their faces and gain a certainty from them. Finally, just as 
Monsieur de Boves was successfully losing himself in the crowd and 
disappearing with Madame Guibal, Madame de Boves, followed by 
Blanche and Vallagnosc, had had the wliim to ask for a red balloon, 
although she had not bought anything. It w'as alw-ays like that, she 
would not go home empty-handed, she would win the friendship of 
her caretaker’s little girl with it. At the distribution counter they 
were starling on their fortieth thousand: forty thousand red balloons 
had taken flight in the hot air of the shop, a whole cloud of red bal- 
loons which, by then, was floating from one end of Paris to the other, 
carrying the name of the Bonheur des Dames up to heaven! 

It was striking five o'clock. Of all the ladies, only Madame Marty 
remained alone with her daughter through the final paroxysms of the 
sale. She could not tear herself away, dead tired though she was; she 
was held there by such strong ties that she kept on retracing her foot- 
steps needlessly, scouring the departments with insatiable curiosity. 
It was the hour during which the mob, spurred on by advertisements, 
finally got completely out of hand; the sixty thousand francs spent 
on announcements in the newspapers, the ten thousand posters on 
walls, and the two hundred thousand catalogues which had been cir- 
culated. had emptied the women’s pockets and left their nerves suff- 
ering from the shock of such intoxication; women were still shaken 
by all Mouret's devices, lowered prices, 'returns,' all his constantly 
renewed attentions. Madame Marty was lingering by the auction 
tables, amid the hoarse calls of the salesmen, the sound of gold from 
the cash-desks, and the rumble of parcels falling into the basements; 
yet once more she walked across the ground floor, through the house- 
hold linen, the silk, the gloves, the woollens; then she went upstairs, 
again surrendering herself to the metallic vibration of the hanging 
staircases and suspension bridges, returning to the coats, to the un- 
derw'car. to the laces. p>enctrating as far as the second floor, to the 
heights of the bedding and furniture; and everywhere the salesmen, 
Hutin and Favicr, Mignot and Li^nard, Deloclie. Pauline, and 
Denise, their legs dead tired, were making an effort, snatching victory 
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out of the customers’ final fever. Since the morning this fever had 
been gradually growing, like the very intoxication which was exuded 
by the materials which were being handled. The crowd was blazing 
under the fire of the five o’clock sun. By now Madame Marty had 
the animated and hysterical face of a child that has drunk undiluted 
wine. She had come into the shop, her eyes clear and her skin fresh 
from the cold of the street, and her eyes and skin had gradually be- 
come scorched by the sight of all that luxury of those violent colours, 
the continual succession of which inflamed her passion. When she 
finally left, after having said that she would pay at home, terrified 
by the figures on her bill, her features were drawn and she had the 
dilated eyes of a sick woman. She had to fight her way out of the 
stubborn crush by the door; people were killing each other in the 
massacre of the remnants there. Then, outside on the pavement, 
when she had again found her daughter whom she had lost, the keen 
air made her shiver, and she was still frightened, unhinged by the 
neurosis caused by big shops. 

That evening, as Denise was returning from dinner, a porter sum- 
moned her. 

‘Mademoiselle, you’re wanted by the management.’ 

She had forgotten the order that Mouret had given her in tlic 
morning to go to his oflice after the sale. He was standing wailing for 
her. As she went in she did not push the door to, and it remained 
open. 

'We are very pleased with you. Mademoiselle.’ he said, ‘and we 
have decided to give you proof of our satisfaction. , . . You know 
about the shameful way Madame Fr6d6ric left us. From to-morrow 
you will lake her place as assistant buyer.’ 

Motionless from surprise, Denise was listening to him. She mur- 
mured in a shaking voice: 

‘But, Monsieur, there are sales-girls who’ve been in the depart- 
ment much longer than I have.’ 

‘Well, and what of it?* he went on. ‘You are the most capable one, 
the most responsible. It’s very natural that I should choose you. . . 
Aren’t you pleased?’ 

At that she blushed. She felt a delicious sensation of happine.ss and 
embarrassment in which her initial fear was dissolving. \Vhy had she 
thought first and foremost of the assumptions with which this un- 
looked-for favour would be greeted? And she remained confused, 
in spite of her surge of gratitude. He was smiling and looking at her, 
standing there in her simple silk dress with no jewellery, with no other 
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extravagance than her regal head of fair hair She had fined down, 
her skin was fair and there was an air of delicacy and seriousness 
about her. The skinny insignificance she had had in the past was de- 
veloping into a charm which was discreet, yet penetrating. 

‘It’s very kind of you. Monsieur,’ she stammered. ‘I don’t know 
how to express ’ 

But her words were cut short. Framed in the doorway stood 
Lhomme. With his sound hand he was holding a big leather w’allet, 
and his mutiliated arm was pressing an enormous portfolio to his 
chest; behind him, his son Albert was carrying a load of bags which 
was making his arms break. 

‘Five hundred and eighty-seven thousand, two hundred and ten 
francs thirty centimes!’ exclaimed the cashier, whose flabby, worn 
face was seemingly illuminated with a ray of sunshine by the reflec- 
tion of such a sum. 

It was the takings for the day. the largest which the Bonheur 
had ever had. Far away, in the depths of the shop through which 
Lhomme had just slowly walked with the heavy step of an overloaded 
ox, could be heard the hum, the stir of surprise and joy which these 
giant takings left in their wake. 

‘Why, it’s magnificent!’ said Mouret, delighted. My dear Lhomme, 
put it down there, have a rest, for you’re at the end of your tether. 
I’ll have all this money taken to the counting-house. . . . Yes, yes, 
put it all on ray desk. 1 want to see it piled up.’ 

He was as gay as a child. The cashier and his son unloaded them- 
selves. The wallet gave the clear tinkle of gold, streams of silver and 
copper came from two of the bursting sacks, while the comers of 
bank notes were sticking out from the portfolio. The whole of one 
end of the large desk was covered, it was like the cmmbling of a for- 
tune which had taken ten hours to collect. 

When Lhomme and Albert had retired, mopping their brows, 
Mouret remained motionless for a moment, lost in thought, his eyes 
on the money. Then he looked up and caught sight of Denise, who 
had moved to one side. At the sight of her he began to smile once 
more, he made her come forward, and ended by saying that he would 
give her as much as she could lake in one handful; and beneath his 
joke there was a pact of love. 

‘There, in the wallet! I bet there’ll be less than a thousand francs, 
your hand is so small!’ 

But she drew back again. So he was in love with her, was he? Sud- 
denly she understood, she felt the growing passion of the wave of 
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desire with which he had been surrounding her ever since her return 
to the mantle department. What ovenvhelmed her even more was 
feeling her own heart beating as if it would burst. Why did he offend 
her with all that money, when she was brimming over with gratitude 
and he could have taken away all her resistance with one friendly 
word? He was coming closer to her, still joking, when, to his great 
annoyance, Bourdoncle appeared under the pretext of telling him the 
attendance figures, the enormous figure of seventy thousand custom- 
ers who had visited the Bonheur that day. She hastened to leave, 
after having thanked him once again. 
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X 


Stock-taking took place on the first Sunday in August, and it 
had to be finished by the same evening. All the employees were at 
their posts the first thing in the morning as if it was a weekday, and 
behind closed doors the task had begun in the shop now empty of 
customers. 

Denise had not gone down at eight o’clock, with the other sales- 
girls. She had been confined to her room since the preceding Thurs- 
day with a sprained ankle, acquired when going up to the work- 
rooms, and was really by then much better; but Madame Aur61ie was 
pampering her, so she was not hurrying; but was finishing putting 
her shoe on with difficulty, resolved to pul in an appearance in the 
department all the same. Is'owadays the girls’ rooms were on the fifth 
floor of the new buildings, all along the Rue de Monsigny; there 
were sixty of them on either side of a corridor, and they were more 
comfortable, although they still were furnished with an iron bed- 
stead. a large cupboard and a little walnut dressing-table. As their 
lot there was improving, so the sales-girls’ personal habits were be- 
coming cleaner and more refined; they began to affect expensive soap 
and dainty underclothes, there was a natural upward movement to- 
wards the middle class; but coarse words could still be heard being 
bandied about, and doors were slammed as the girls dashed in and 
out morning and evening, as if in a third-rate hotel. In any case 
Deni.se. being assistant buyer, had one of the biggest rooms, with 
two dormer w indows facing the street. Now that she was well-off she 
allowed herself some luxury — a red eiderdown covered with lace, a 
small carpet in front of the cupboard, two blue glass vases on the 
dressing-table in which some ro.scs were wilting. 

When she had put on her shoes she tried to walk about in the 
room. She had to hold on to the furniture, for she was still lame. But 
she would gel better with practice. All the same, she had been right 
to refuse an invitation to dine with her Uncle Baudu that evening, 
and to ask her aunt to take out Pepe, whom she had once more pul 
to lodge with Madame Gras. Jean, who had come to see her the day 
before, w'as also dining with his uncle. She w’as still gingerly trying 
to walk, making up her mind that she would go to bed early so as to 
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rest her leg, when Madame Cabin, the supervisor, knocked on the 
door and, with an air of mystery, gave her a letter. 

When the door was closed again Denise, astonished by the 
woman’s discreet smile, opened the letter. She let herself sink into a 
chair; the letter was from Mouret, and in it he said he was happy to 
hear that she was better, and invited her to come dow'n that evening 
to dine with him. as she could not go out. The tone of the note, at 
the same time familiar and paternal, had nothing offensive about it; 
but it was impossible for her to misconstrue it, the Bonheur was well 
aware of the true significance of such invitations, they had become 
legendary. Clara had dined with him, and others had too. all the girls 
who had caught their employer’s eye. After the dinner, so wags 
among the salesmen used to say. came the dessert. And the girl’s 
pale cheeks w'cre gradually flooded with colour. 

The letter slid into her lap and. her heart pounding. Denise re- 
mained with her eyes fixed on the blinding light from one of the win- 
dows. In this very room, during hours of insomnia, she had been 
forced to make a confession to herself: if she still trembled when he 
was passing, she knew now that it was not from fear; and her un- 
easiness in the past, her former dread could have been nothing but 
her scared ignorance of love, the ferment caused by ixissions w-hich 
were then beginning to dawn in her childish shyness. She did not 
reason about it. she only fell that she had always loved him. ever 
since the first moment when she had stood trembling and stammer- 
ing in front of him. She had loved him when she had been in awe of 
him as a pitiless master, she had loved him when her bewildered 
heart, giving way to a need for affection, had unconsciously dreamed 
of Hutin. She might, perhaps, have given herself to another, but 
never had she loved anyone but him, from whom a mere glance terri- 
fied her. She was reliving all the past, it was unfolding before her in 
the light from the window' — the harsh treatment she had suffered at 
the beginning, the walk which had been so pleasant beneath the dark 
shade of the trees in the Tuileries, and lastly his desire, which had 
been brushing against her ever since her return to the shop. The letter 
slipped right on to the floor, Denise was still looking at the window, 
the direct sunlight of which was dazzling her. 

Suddenly there was a knock on the door, and she hastened to re- 
trieve the letter and hide it in her pocket. It w’as Pauline who, having 
found a pretext to escape from her department, had come to have a 
chat with her. 

‘Are you better, my dear? We never see each other nowadays.’ 
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But. as it v/as forbidden to go upstairs to their rooms and. above 
all. for two girls to shut themselves up there together, Denise led her 
to the end of the corridor where there was a common-room — an at- 
tentive gesture on the part of the director to the girls, who could chat 
or work there until eleven o'clock. The room, decorated in white and 
gold, had the commonplace bareness of a hotel room, and was furn- 
ished with a piano, a pedestal table in the centre, and armchairs and 
sofas covered with white loose-covers. In any case, after spending a 
few evenings together there in the first flush of its novelty, the sales- 
girls could no longer meet there without immediately starting to 
quarrel with each other. They had yet to be educated to this, the 
little phalansterian city lacked harmony. In the meantime there was 
never anyone there in the evening but the assistant buyer from the 
corset department. Miss Powell, who used to strum Chopin jarringly 
on the piano and whose envied talent succeeded in putting the others 
to flight. 

‘You see, my foot is better,’ said Denise. ‘I was coming down.* 

‘My goodness!’ exclaimed Pauline. ‘There’s enthusiasm for you! 
I’d stay and have a snooze if I had an excuse!’ 

They were both sitting on a sofa. Pauline’s attitude had changed 
since her friend had become assistant buyer in the mantle depart- 
ment. There had crept into her good-natured heartiness a shade of 
respect, of surprise that the sales-girl who had been such a skinny 
little thing in the past was now on the road to success. However, 
Denise was very fond of her and, out of the two hundred women now 
employed in the shop who were always rushing about in it, she con- 
fided only in her. 

‘What’s the matter?’ Pauline asked sharply, when she noticed the 
girl’s agitation. 

‘Oh, nothing.’ she assured her, with an embarrassed smile. 

‘Oh no. there is something the matter. . . . Don’t you trust me then, 
if you won’t tell me your troubles any more?’ 

At that Denise, her breast swelling with emotion and unable to re- 
cover her composure, gave way. She held out the letter to her friend, 
stammering as .she did so: 

‘Look! He’s just written to me!’ 

When they were logther they had never so far mentioned Mouret 
openly. But their very silence was like a confession of what was 
secretly preoccupying them. Pauline knew everything. After hav- 
ing read the letter she clasped Denise to her, and putting her arm 
round her waist murmured gently: 
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‘My dear, if you want me to be frank, I thought it had happened 
already. . . . No, you really mustn’t be shocked about it, I assure you 
the whole shop must think the same as me. Why, he promoted you to 
assistant buyer so quickly, and then he’s always after you, it’s plain 
as a pikestaff!' 

And she gave her a resounding kiss on the cheek. Then she ques- 
tioned her: 

‘You’ll go to-night, of course?’ 

Denise looked at her without replying. Then suddenly she burst 
into sobs, her head resting on her friend’s shoulder. The latter was 
extremely surprised. 

‘Come now. calm down. There’s nothing in it to upset you like 
that.* 

‘No. no, leave me alone.’ stammered Denise. ‘If only you knew 
how grieved I am! Since getting that letter I’ve ceased living. . . . Let 
me cry. it makes me feel better.’ 

Feeling sorry for her without, however, understanding, Pauline 
tried to console her. First of all. he was no longer seeing Clara. They 
did say that he visited a lady outside the shop, but that was not 
proved. Then she explained that one couldn’t be jealous of a man 
of his position. He had too much money; after all. he was the master. 

Denise was listening to her; and if she had not been aware of her 
love before, she could no longer have any doubts about it after the 
pain with which Clara’s name and the allusion to Madame Desforges 
wrung her heart. She could hear Clara’s disagreeable voice, she could 
see Madame Desforges once more as, with the contempt of a rich 
woman, she had made her follow her round the shop. 

‘So you’d go, would you?’ she asked. 

Without a moment’s thought, Pauline burst out: 

‘Of course, how could one do anything else?’ 

Then she reflected, and added: 

‘Not now, I wouldn’t, but in the past, because now I’m going to 
marry B.iugd, and it wouldn’t really be right.’ 

Indeed Baug6, who had recently left the Bon Marche for llic Bon- 
heur, was going to marry her towards the middle of the month. 
Bourdoncle did not care very much for married couples; however, 
they had obtained permission, and they even hoped to have a fort- 
night’s leave. 

‘You can sec for yourself.’ declared Denise, ‘when a man loves 
you, he marries you. . . , Baug6 is marrying you.’ 

Pauline laughed heartily. 
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‘But, my dear, it’s not the same thing. Bauge is marrying me be- 
cause he’s Baug6. He’s my equal, it’s plain sailing. . . . Whereas 
Monsieur Mouret’s quite different! D’you think Monsieur Mouret 
could marry one of his sales-girls?’ 

‘Oh no! Oh no!' cried the girl, shocked by the absurdity of the 
question. ‘And that’s why he shouldn't have written to me.’ 

This reasoning completed Pauline’s astonishment. Her broad face 
with small, gentle eyes was assuming a look of motherly commisera- 
tion. Then she stood up. opened the piano, and gently played Le Roi 
Dagobert with one finger, no doubt in order to brighten up the situ- 
ation. Sounds from the streets, the distant chant of a man selling 
green peas, were wafting up to the bare drawing-room, which the 
white loose-covers seemed to make even more empty-looking. Denise 
was leaning back on a couch, her head against the woodwork, shaken 
by a fresh bout of sobs, which she was muffling in her handkerchief. 

‘What again!’ Pauline went on. turning round as she did so. ‘You 
really aren’t being sensible. . . . Why did you bring me in here? We’d 
have done better to stay in your room.’ 

She knelt down in front of her. and began preaching to her again. 
How many girls would have liked to be in her place! And what’s 
more, if the idea did not appeal to her. it was very simple: she had 
only to say no. without taking it to heart so much. But she ought to 
think it over before jeopardizing her job with a refusal which would 
be quite inexplicable, as she had no other commitments. Was it 
really so awful? And tiie lecture was ending with some gaily whis- 
pered jokes, wlicn a sound of footsteps came from the corridor. 

Pauline ran to the door and peeped out. 

‘Sh! It’s Madame Aur^Iie!’ she murmured. T’m off. . . . And you, 
you w ipe your eyes. You don't want everyone to know.’ 

When Dcni.se was alone ,^he stood up and choked back her tears; 
and. her hands .still trembling for fear that she might be caught like 
that, she closed the piano which her friend had left open. She heard 
Madame Aurdlic knocking at the door of her room, so she left the 
drawina-room. 

‘What’s this! You’re up!' exclaimed the buyer. ‘It's very rash of 
you. my dear child, I was just coming up to sec how you are, and to 
tell you that we don’t need you downstairs.’ 

Denise assured her that she was belter, and that it would do her 
good to work, to lake her mind off it. 

‘It won’t tire me, Madame. You give me a chair to sit on, and I’ll 
do the accounts.’ 
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They both went downstairs. Madame Aurdlie, full of attentions, 
insisted that she should lean on her shoulder. She must have noticed 
that the girl’s eyes were red, for she was scrutinizing her on the sly. 
No doubt there was little that she did not know. 

Denise had at last conquered the department; it was an unexpec- 
ted victory. After having struggled in the past for almost ten months, 
suffering the tortures of a drudge, without exhausting the ill-will of 
her fellow workers, she had now succeeded in dominating them 
in a few weeks, and found them docile and respectful towards her. 
Madame Aur^lie’s sudden affection had been of great assistance to 
her in the ungrateful task of winning people over; it was whispered 
that the buyer was wont to oblige Mouret by rendering him certain 
services of a delicate nature; and she had taken the girl under her 
wing with such enthusiasm that Denise must, indeed, have been spec- 
ially commended to her. But Denise, too. had made u.se of all the 
charm she had in order to disarm her enemies. The task was made 
more difficult by the fact that she had to live down her appointment 
to the post of assistant buyer. The girls railed at the injustice, accus- 
ing her of having won the job over dessert with the governor; they 
even added salacious details. Yet. in spite of their rebelliousness, 
the title of assistant buyer had an effect on them, and Denise had 
acquired an authority which astonished and quelled into submission 
even those who were most hostile to her. Soon she found flatterers 
among the newcomers, and her gentleness and modesty completed 
the conquest. Marguerite came over to her side. Only Clara went on 
being unkind, and would still venture to use the old insult ‘Tousle- 
head’, whicli no longer amused anyone. As she was lazy in a garru- 
lous and conceited way, she had taken advantage of Mouret’s brief 
craze for her in order to shirk work; and when he had tired of her 
immediately, she had not even made any recriminations, for she lived 
in such a whirl of amorous confusion that she was incapable of jeal- 
ousy. and was content merely to obtain the advantage of her idleness 
being tolerated. However, she considered that Denise had robbed her 
of Madame Fr«5d6ric’s job. She would never, in fact, have accepted 
it because of the worry it involved; but she was annoyed by this lack 
of courtesy, for she had the same claim to it as Denise had. and a 
prior claim, what is more. 

‘Why! Here comes the maternity case!’ she murmured when she 
caught sight of Madame Aur61ie leading Denise in on her arm. 

Marguerite shrugged her shoulders, saying: 

‘If you think that’s funny . . . .’ 
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Nine o’clock was striking. Outside, a blazing blue sky was warm- 
ing the streets, cabs were bowling along towards the stations, the 
whole population, in long queues and dressed in its Sunday best, was 
escaping to the woods and suburbs. Inside the shop, which was 
flooded with sunshine from the big oi^n bay windows, the impri- 
soned staff had just begun the stock-taking. The door knobs had been 
removed, people on the pavement were stopping to look through the 
windows, amazed to see the shop closed when they could perceive 
such extraordinary activity inside. From one end to the other of the 
galleries, from the top floor to the basement, there was a stampede 
of employees, their arms raised in the air, parcels flying above their 
heads: and all this was taking place in a storm of shouting, figures 
being called out. confusion growing and bursting out into a deafen- 
ing din. Each of tlie thirty-nine departments was carrying out its task 
on its own, without taking any notice of the adjoining departments. 
In any case, they had hardly started to tackle the shelves, there were 
so far only a few lengths of material on the ground. The machine 
would have to gel going if they wanted to finish the same evening. 

‘Why did you come down?’ Marguerite went on kindly, speaking 
to Denise. ‘You’ll only hurt your foot, and we have enough people.’ 

‘That’s what I told her,* declared Madame Aur^lie. ‘But she wan- 
ted to come down and help us all the same.’ 

Work was interrupted, all the girls were dancing attendance on 
Denise. They were complimenting her. and listening with exclama- 
tions to the history of her sprained ankle. In the end Madame 
Aurdlie made her sit down at a table; it was agreed that she would 
merely enter the goods as they were called out. In any case, on the 
stock-taking Sunday, every member of the staff who was capable of 
holding a pen was commandeered: the shopwalkers, the cashiers, the 
book-keepers, down to the porters: the various departments shared 
these one-day assistants between them, in order to get through the 
job as quickly as possible. Thus, Denise found herself installed near 
Lhomme the cashier, and Joseph, the porter, who were both bent 
over large sheets of paper. 

‘Five coats, cloth, trimmed fur, size three, at two hundred and 
forty!’ Marguerite was shouting. ‘Four ditto, size one, at two hun- 
dred and twenty!’ 

* 

The work began again. Behind Marguerite three sales-girls w’ere 
emptying cupboards, sorting the goods, giving them to her in bundles; 
and, when she had called them out, she would throw them on to the 
tables, where they were gradually piling up in enormous heaps. 
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Lhomme was entering them, and Joseph was compiling another list 
as a cross-check. Meanwhile Madame Aur^lie herself, assisted by 
three other sales-girls, was for her part enumerating silk garments, 
which Denise was entering on a sheet of paper. Clara had orders to 
watch the heaps, to arrange them and pile them up so that they took 
up as little room as possible, but her mind was not on her job, and 
some piles were falling down already. 

‘I say,* she asked a little sales-girl who had joined the shop that 
winter, ‘have you had a rise? D’you know that they’re going to give 
the assistant buyer two thousand francs, which means that, with the 
interest she gels, she’ll be earning almost seven thousand.’ 

The little sales-girl replied, without slopping handling the cloaks, 
that if they did not put her salary up to eight hundred francs she 
would leave the place. Increases in salaries were made on the day 
after the stock-taking: at this time of the year, too. when the turnover 
for the year was known, the heads of departments received their in- 
terest on the increase in this figure compared with the preceding year. 
Therefore, in spile of the uproar and hurly-burly of the job in hand, 
avid gossip was going on. Between calling out two articles the talk 
was of nothing but money. There was a rumour that Madame Aurdie 
would get over twenty-five thousand francs; such a sum made the 
girls very excited. Marguerite, the best sales-girl after Denise, had 
made four thousand five hundred francs, of which fifteen hundred 
was her fixed salary, and about three thousand her percentage: 
whereas Clara had not reached two thousand five hundred alto- 
gether. 

‘A lot I care about those rises of theirs!’ the latter was continuing, 
addressing the little sales-girl. ‘If Papa was dead, gosh! how I’d 
leave them in the lurch! But what does exasperate me is that little 
slip of a woman’s seven thousand francs. Doesn’t it you. eh?’ 

Madame Aurdlie broke into the conversation violently. Turning 
round majestically, she said: 

‘Do be quiet, Mesdemoisclles! Upon my word, one can’t hear 
oneself speak!' 

Then she started shouting out again: 

‘Seven mantles. Sicilian silk, size one. at a hundred and twenty! 
Three pelisses, surah, size two. at a hundred and fifty! Have you 
caught up. Mademoiselle Baudu?’ 

‘Yes, Madame.’ 

Clara was obliged to turn her attention to the armfuls of clothes 
piled up on the tables. She pushed them together to make more 
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room. But soon she left them again in order to reply to a sales- 
man who was looking for her. It was Mignot, playing truant 
from the glove department. He whispered a request for twenty 
francs; he already owed her thirty which he had borrowed from 
her on the day after the races, after having lost his week’s salary 
on a horse; this time he had squandered in advance the commis- 
sion which he had been paid the day before, and had not got fifty 
centimes left for his Sunday. Clara had only ten francs on her, which 
she lent him with a fairly good grace. Then they chatted, they talked 
of how a party of six of them had gone to a restaurant in Bougival, 
and how the women had paid their share; it was better like that, 
everyone felt at ca.se. Then Mignot, wanting his twenty francs, went 
and bent down to Lhomme’s ear. The latter, his writing brought to 
a standstill, seemed to be ovenvhelmed with confusion. However, 
he did not dare refuse, and was looking for a ten franc piece in his 
purse when Madame Aur^lie, surprised at no longer hearing the 
voice of Marguerite, who had had to break off, caught sight of 
Mignot and took in the whole situation. She liarshly sent him aw'ay 
from the department, for she did not want people coming to distract 
the girls! The truth of the matter was that the young man made her 
apprehensive, for he was a great friend of her son Albert, and his 
accomplice in the shady pranks which she w'as terrified would end 
up badly one day. Therefore, when Mignot had taken the ten francs 
and made off. she could not help saying to her husband: 

‘Well, really! Taney letting yourself be taken in like that!’ 

‘But, my dear, I really couldn’t refuse the lad ’ 

She shut him up w ith a shrug of her broad shoulders. Then, as the 
salcs-girls were slyly making fun of this family argument, she went 
on severely: 

‘Come along now. Mademoiselle Vadon; don’t let’s fall asleep!’ 

‘Twenty overcoats, double cashmere, size four, at eighteen francs 
fifty!’ Marguerite rapped out in her sing-song voice. 

Lhomme. Ins head bowed, was once more writing. Little by little 
his salary had been raised to nine thousand francs; but he still re- 
mained humble tow ards Madame Aurelie, w’ho earned almost three 
times as much as that for the familv. 

For a time the w'ork went ahead. Figures were ringing out. parcels 
of clothes were raining thick and fast on to the tables. But Clara had 
thought of another amusement: she was teasing Joseph the porter 
about the crush he was suppo.sed to have on a young lady employed 
in the sample department. This girl, already twenty-eight years old. 
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thin and pale, was the protegee of Madame Desforges. who had tried 
to make Mouret take her on as a sales-girl by telling him a touching 
story: how she was an orphan, the last of the Fontenailles. a very old 
and aristocratic family from Poitou; how- she had turned up in 
Paris with a drunken father; how she had remained virtuous in 
spite of her misfortune; and how her education had unfortunately, 
been too rudimentary for her to become a teacher or to give piano 
lessons. Usually Mouret lost his temper when people recommended 
poor society girls to him; there was no one so inefficient, he was wont 
to say. so unbearable, so insincere; and in any case one could not just 
become a sales-girl on the spur of the moment, one had to serve an 
apprenticeship, it was a complex and difficult profession. However, 
he took Madame Desforges’s protegee, but put her in the sample de- 
partment; in order to oblige his friends, he had already found jobs 
for two countesses and a baroness in the publicity department, where 
they were doing up envelopes and wrappers. Mademoiselle de Font- 
enailles earned three francs a day. on which she could just manage 
to live in a little room in the Rue d’Argcnlcuil. Joseph, beneath his 
silent starchiness of an old soldier, had a soft heart which had in 
the end been touched by the sight of her going about so sad-looking 
and poorly dressed. He did not own up to it. but he would blush 
when the girls from the mantle department teased him; the sample 
department was in an adjacent room, and the girls had noticed him 
endlessly hanging about there outside the door. 

‘Joseph has fits of absent-mindedness.’ Clara was murmuring. 
‘His head keeps on turning towards the lingerie.’ 

Mademoiselle dc Fontenailles had been conscripted to help with 
the stock-taking at the trousseau counter. As the lad was. in fact, 
continually casting glances at the counter, the sales-girls began to 
laugh. He became confused and buried his nose in his papers; while 
Marguerite, in order to smother the burst of mirth which was tickling 
her throat, was shouting more loudly: 

‘Fourteen jackets, English cloth, size two. at fifteen francs.’ 

This time the voice of Madame Aur^lie. who was in the process 
of calling out the cloaks, was drowned. With an offended air and 
majestic deliberation she said: 

‘A little quieter, Mademoiselle. We are not in the marl^ct. . . . And 
you’re all of you very silly to amuse yourselves in that childish way 
when lime is so precious.’ 

Just then, as Clara was no longer watching the piles of clothes, a 
catastrophe occurred. Some coats slipped off the table and all the 
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other piles there were pulled after them and fell down one after an- 
other. The carpet was littered with them. 

‘There, what was I saying?’ cried the buyer, beside herself. ‘Do 
take a little care. Mademoiselle Prunaire, it’s really becoming intol- 
erable!’ 

But a perceptible tremor had run round the room; Mouret and 
Bourdoncle were just appearing, making their tour of inspection. 
Voices started calling out again, pens scratched, while Clara hastened 
to pick up the clothes. The director did not interrupt the work. He 
remained there for a few minutes, silent and smiling; his face was 
gay and victorious, as it generally was on stock-taking days, and his 
lips alone betrayed a nervous quiver. When he caught sight of Denise 
he almost let a gesture of astonishment escape him. So she had come 
down, had she? His eyes met those of Madame Aur^lie. Then, after 
a short hesitation, he moved away and went into the trousseau de- 
partment. 

Meanwhile Denise, her attention aroused by the slight murmur, 
had raised her head. Having recognized Mouret. she had once more 
quite simply bent over her papers. A feeling of calmness had been 
stealing over her ever since she had begun writing mechanically to 
the rhythmic tune of the articles being called out. She always gave 
way to her sensitive nature’s initial overflow of feeling like that: tears 
would choke her, intense emotion doubled her suffering; then she 
would come to her senses again, she would regain her splendid, cool 
courage, and a gentle yet inexorable strength of will. Now.with clear 
eyes and pale face, she was without a tremor, absorbed in her task, 
resolved to subdue her heart and follow only her head. 

Ten o’clock was striking, and in the commotion from all the de- 
partments the din of the stock-taking was growing. And, beneath all 
the shouts being uttered without respite and mingling from all sides, 
the same news was circulating with amazing rapidity: every salesman 
knew already that Mouret had that morning written to invite Denise 
to dinner. It was Pauline who had let the cat out of the bag. As she 
had gone downstairs again, still shaken, she had met Deloche in the 
lace department; and. without noticing that Li^nard was talking to 
the young man. she had got the news off her chest. 

‘It’s happened, you know. . . . She’s just got the letter. He’s in- 
vited her for this evening.’ 

Deloche had turned quite pale. He had understood, for he often 
questioned Pauline, and they both talked every day about their 
mutual friend, about Mouret’s soft spot for her, about the famous 
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invitation which would, in the end, wind up the adventure. More- 
over. she used to scold him for secretly loving Denise who would 
never grant him anything, and she would shrug her shoulders when 
he approved of the girl resisting the governor. 

‘Her foot is better, she’s coming down,’ she continued. ‘Don’t 
make such a long face. . . . What’s happened is a bit of luck for her.’ 

And she hurried back to her department. 

‘Ah! I seel’ murmured Li6nard. who had overheard. ‘It’s about 
the young lady with the sprained ankle. . . . Well! You who were de- 
fending her in the caf6 last night, you had good reason to be in a 
hurry about it, didn’t you?’ 

And he, too, made his escape; but by the time he got back to the 
woollens he had already told the story of the letter to four or five 
salesmen. And after that in less than five minutes it was all round the 
shop. 

Lienard’s last sentence referred to a scene which had taken place 
the day before in the Caf<^ Saint-Roch. Nowadays he and Deloche 
were never apart. The first salesman had taken Hutin’s room at the 
Hotel de Smyrne when the latter, promoted to assistant buyer, had 
taken a little three-roomed flat for himself; and the two shop-assis- 
tants came to the Bonheur together in the morning and waited for 
each other in the evening so as to go home together. Their rooms, 
which were adjacent, looked out over the same dark courtyard — a 
narrow hole, the smells from which poisoned the hotel. They got on 
we!! together, in spite of their di.sparity, one squandering without a 
thought the money which he drew from his father, and the other 
penniless, obsc.ssed by ideas of economy; they did, all the same, have 
one thing in common — their clumsiness as .salesmen, which left them 
both vegetating in their departments, without increases in salary. 
After they had finished work they spent most of their time at the 
Cafd Sainl-Roch. Devoid of customers during the day-time, at about 
half past eight this cafd would fill up with an overflowing stream of 
shop-assistants, the stream which had been let into the street through 
the big doorway in the Place Gaillon. From then on, bursting out in 
the midst of the thick pipe smoke, there was a deafening noise of 
dominoes, of laughter, and of shrill voices. Beer and colfec flowed. 
In the left-hand corner Li<Snard would ask for expensive things, while 
Deloche made do with a glass of beer which he look four hours to 
drink. It was here that he had heard Favier, at a neighbouring table, 
saying abominable things about Denise, how she had ‘caught’ the 
governor by pulling up her skirts when she was going up a staircase 
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in front of him. Deloche had had to control himself in order not to 
hit him Then, as Favier had continued, saymg that the &rl went 
S—irs^ery night to meet her lover, Deloche. mad with fury. 

hsd called him & li&r* « ^ t * ^ ^ 

K iS oSr^infessions in 

" iTnow au atom h" ‘’.'"she’s never been fond of any 

man except one: yes. Monsieur Hutm. ^ he didn t notice it he 

can't even boast of having touched her j''® , jy 
An account of this quarrel, exaggerated and distorted had alt^dy 

been amusing the shop, when the story of Mouret s 
rounds It so happened that Li^nard confided the news first of all to 
a silk salesman. !^ the silk department stock-taking was go'og w‘A 
a swing On stools. Favier and two assistants were emptying the 
shelves® passing the lengths of material as fast as they W 
who standing in the middle of a table, was calling out the figures 
after having consulted the labels; then he would throw 
of material on to the ground, they were gradually littering the floor 
rising like a spring tide. Other employees were writing. Albert 
LhoLiie was helping them, his complexion blotchy from having 

been up all night in a low dance-hall. A flood of 

from the hall windows, through which could be seen the blazing blue 

‘Do ^raw the blinds,’ shouted Bouthemont, who was very busy 

supervising the job. ‘That sun's unbearable!’ . , 

Favier, who was stretching up to reach a piece of material, grum- 
bled under his breatli: . , 

'How can they shut people up in this gorgeous weather! Ihere s 

no dancer of it raining on a stock-taking day! And they keep us un- 
der lock and key like galley-slaves while the whole of Pans is out 

walking!' , • , 

He passed the material to Hutin. The yardage was written on the 

label, and each time some material was sold the quantity sold was 

deducted from it. which made the work much simpler. The assistant 

buyer shouted: . 

‘Fancy silk, small checks, twenty-one yards at six francs Wty! 

And the silk went to swell the pile on the ground. Then he went on 

with a conversation which he had already begun by saying to Favier. 

‘So he wanted to fight you?’ 

‘Why, yes! I was quietly drinking my beer. ... As if it was worth 
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his while to say I was lying! She's just had a letter from the gov- 
ernor inviting her to dinner. . . . The whole place is talking about it.’ 

‘What! I thought it had happened long ago!' 

Favier was holding out another piece of material to him. 

‘I know. I could have sworn it had. It looked as if they'd been 
living together for ages.’ 

‘Ditto, twenty-five yards!’ rapped out Hutin. 

The muffled thud of the material could be heard as he added in a 
lower voice: 

‘You know she led a pretty fast life in that old mad-man Bourras’s 
house.’ 

Now the whole department was making fun about it without, how- 
ever, interrupting the work. They were murmuring the girl's name to 
themselves, backs were heaving with laughter, there was a licking of 
lips at this tasty bit of gossip. Even Bouthcmonl. who became ex- 
pansive w’hen dubious stories were being told, could not refrain from 
letting out a joke, the bad taste of which made him burst with pleas- 
ure. Albert, who had woken up, swore that he had seen the assistant 
buyer from the mantle department between tw'o .soldiers at the Gros- 
Caillou. At that moment Mignot was coming downstairs with the 
twenty francs he had just borrowed: he had stopped, and was slip- 
ping ten francs into Albert’s hand, arranging as he did so where he 
would meet him that evening: the spree they had been planning, 
which had been held up by lack of money, was possible after all, in 
spile of the insignificance of the sum. Handsome Mignot made such 
a coarse remark when he learned of the sending of the letter that 
Bouthemont fell obliged to intervene: 

‘That’s enough now, gentlemen. It’s not our business. . . . Come 
along, come along now. Monsieur Hutin.’ 

‘Fancy silk, small checks, thirty-two yards, at six francs fifty!’ the 
latter shouted. 

Pens were moving once more, bundles of goods were falling regu- 
larly, the tide of materials was still rising, as if the waters of a river 
had been poured into it. The roll-call of fancy silks went on cease- 
lessly. Then Favier remarked under his breath that there was going 
to be a pretty stock: mighty pleased the management would be — that 
great idiot Bouthemont might be the best buyer in Paris, but as a 
salesman there had riever been such a dud! Hutin was smiling, de- 
hghlM, approving with a friendly glance; for. after having himself 
introduced Bouthemont into the Bonheur des Dames in the past in 
order to gel Robineau out, he was undermining him in his turn 
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with the dogged aim of taking his place. It was the same type »£ ^r- 
fare as before— treacherous insinuations shpped mto the rats of the 
dirLtorf he was over zealous in order to push himself forward a 
whole campaign was being waged with suave 
Favier. to whom Hutin was now being 

watching him with a cold and jaundiced eye, as if he had worked 
out how many mouthfuls the stocky litUe man would and it 
looked as if he was waiting until his comrade had devoured 
mont in order to devour him in his turn afterwards. He hoj^d to 

have the job of assistant buyer if Hutin were to 
department. Then they would see. Both of them seized with the fe 
wh^h was raging from one end of the shop to the 
of probable increases in salary, without ceasing to call out the stock 
of fancy silks as they did so: Bouthemont was expected to get his 
thirty thousand francs that year; Favier was^timating his salary 
and percentage at five thousand five hundred Each season the turn- 
over rf the department was increasmg, the salesmen m it were rismg 

in rank and doubling their pay. like officers during “ , 

•Now then, haven’t you finished these light silks yet? said Bouthe- 
mont suddenly, with an irritated air. ‘What a wash-out spring 
has been, nothing but rain! People haven’t bought anything but 

black silks!’ , . . ^ 

His fat, laughing face darkened, he was watching the pile on the 

ground spreading, while Hutin was repeating more loudly, m a ring- 
ing voice tinged with triumph: fipMrl’ 

‘Fancy silk, small checks, twenty-eight yards, at six francs fifty. 
There was still another whole shelf. Favier, his arms worn out, was 
being slow. As he finally gave the last lengths of material to HuUn he 


resumed in a low voice: , , . . * 

T say. I was forgetting. . . . Have you been told that the assistant 

buyer from the mantles used to be gone on you?’ 

The young man appeared to be very surprised. 

‘Really? How so?’ 

‘Yes, that great idiot Deloche told us the secret. ... I remember 

how she used to make eyes at you in the past.’ ' 

Since he had become assistant buyer Hutin had dropped music- 
hall singers, and now affected school-teachers. Very flattered in his 

heart of hearts, he replied with an air of scorn: 

‘I like them better upholstered, my dear fellow, and then one 
doesn’t go about with just anyone, like the governor does.’ 

He broke off and shouted: 
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‘White poult, thirty-five yards, at eight francs seventy-five!’ 

‘Ah! At last!’ murmured Bouthcmont, relieved. 

But a bell was ringing, it was for the second meal service to which 
Favier usually went. He got down from the stool and another sales- 
man took his place; he had to step over the surge of lengths of 
material which had risen still further on the floor. Now simUiar 
avalanches were littering the ground in all the departments; the 
shelves, boxes, cupboards were gradually emptying, while the mer- 
chandise was overflowing everywhere, under foot, between the tables, 
in a continual spate. In the household linen the dull sound of piles of 
calico falling could be heard; in the haberdashery llierc was a faint 
rattling of boxes; and distant rumblings were coming from the furn- 
iture department. All the voices were sounding at the same lime, 
shrill voices and thick voices, figures were whistling through the air. 
the immense nave was resounding with a rattling roar, the roar of 
forests in January, when the wind whistles in the branches. 

Favier got clear at last and went upstairs to the dining-room. Since 
the extensions had been made to the Bonheur des Dames, these were 
situated on the fourth floor, in the new buildings. As he was hurry- 
ing along he caught up Deloche and Lidnard, who had gone up a- 
head of him; he fell back to walk with Mignot, who was following 
him. 

‘Damn it!’ he said in the kitchen corridor, looking at the black- 
board on which the menu was inscribed. ‘You can certainly see it’s 
stock-taking. There’s a real treat for you! Chicken or rehashed mut- 
ton, and artichokes with salad-oil! That mutton of theirs will get a 
pretty cold shoulder!* 

Mignot was sniggering, murmuring as he did so: 

‘Is there fowl-pest about, then?’ 

Meanwhile Deloche and Lidnard had taken their helpings and had 
moved on. Then Favier, leaning through the hatch, said in a loud 
voice: 

‘Chicken.’ 

But he had to wait; one of the waiters who was carving had just 
cut his finger, and this was causing confu.sion. Favier remained fac- 
ing the hatch, looking into the kitchen. It was a giant in.stallation, 
with its central range on which two rails fixed to the ceiling carried, 
by means of a system of pulleys and chains, the colos.sal cooking- 
pots, which fourmen could not have lifted. Chefs, silhouetted in their 
while clothes against the dark red of the cast-iron, mounted on iron 
ladders and armed with skimmers on the end of long sticks, were 
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supervising the hot-pot for the evening. Then, against the wall, there 
were grid-irons big enough for burning martyrs, saucepans m which 
a whole sheep could be fricasseed, a monumental plate-warmer, a 
marble basin filled with a continual trickle of water. One wuld also 
glimpse a scullery to the left, with sinks in it like swimming-pools, 
whereas, on the other side, there was a larder where red meat could 
be seen hanging on steel hooks. A potato-peeling machine was run- 
ning with the tick-tock of a mill. Two little carts, full of picked 
salad, were passing, pulled along by assistants who were going to put 

them in the cool, under a fountain. 

‘Chicken,’ repeated Favier, seized with impatience. 

Then, turning round, he added in a lower voice: 

‘One of them has cut himself . . . it’s disgusting, it’s dripping into 

the food!’ 

Mignot wanted to see. A whole queue of shop-assistants was grow- 
ing, there was laughter and pushing. The two young men. their heads 
in the hatch, were communicating their thoughts to each other at the 
sight of the phalansterian kitchen, in which even the small utensils, 
down to the very skewers and larding-needles. seemed gigantic. Two 
thousand lunches and two thousand dinners had to be served there, 
not to mention the fact that the number of employees was increasing 
from week to week. It was a yawning chasm, in one day it swallowed 
up sixteen hectolitres of potatoes, a hundred and twenty pounds of 
butter, and six hundred kilograms of meat; and, at each meal, three 
casks had to be tapped, almost seven hundred litres of wine flowed 
over the counter of the bar. 

‘Ah! At last!’ muttered Favier, when the chef on duty reappeared 
with a pan from which he speared a drumstick for him. 

‘Chicken’ said Mignot, behind him. 

Holding their plates, both of them w’eni into the dining-room, after 
having taken their portions of wine at the bar; while behind their 
backs the word ‘chicken’ was sounding regularly without respite, 
and the chef’s fork could be heard spearing the pieces, with a little 
rapid, rhythmic sound. 

Nowadays the shop-assistants’ dining-room was an immense hall 
in which the five hundred people could be accommodated with ease 
for each of the three meal services. The places were laid on long 
mahogany tables placed parallel across the room; at either end of 
the hall similar tables were set apart for shopwalkers and heads of 
departments: and there was. in the middle, a counter where supple- 
mentary dishes could be obtained. Large windows on the right and 
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left illuminated the long rooms with a white brightness; the ceiling 
in spite of being almost fourteen feet high, seemed low, crushed 
down by the inordinate development of the other dimensions. On 
the walls, which were painted a shade of pale yellow oil paint, 
shelves for table-napkins were the only ornaments. Beyond this first 
dining-room came that of the porters and coachmen, where meals 
were served irregularly, as their work permitted. 

‘What! Mignot, you’ve got a drumstick tool’ said Favier, when he 
was seated at one of the tables, opposite his companion. 

Other shop-assistants installed themselves around them. There 
was no table-cloth, and the plates made cracked sounds on the 
mahogany; in this corner of the room everyone was exclaiming, for 
the number of drumsticks were truly prodigious. 

‘Some more birds with nothing but feet!’ pointed out Mignot. 

Those who had bits of carcass were annoyed. And yet the food 
had greatly improved since the new alterations. Mouret no longer 
dealt with a contractor for a fixed sum; he now ran the kitchen him- 
self, and had made it an organized service like one of his depart- 
ments, with a cook, under-cooks and an insj^ector; and if he spent 
more as a result, he obtained more work from his better-fed staff — a 
calculation based on practical humanitarianism which had for a long 
time dismayed Bourdoncle. 

‘Never mind, mine’s tender all the same,’ Mignot resumed. ‘Do 
pass the bread!’ 


The big loaf was going round; having cut himself a slice, as he was 
the last to have it he replunged the knife into the crust. Some late- 
comers were rushing up one after another, ferocious appetites re- 
doubled by the morning’s work were raging all down tiie long tables, 
from one end of the dining-room to the other. Tiicre was a growing 
clatter of forks, the glug-glug of bottles being emptied, the clink of 
glasses being put down again loo hard, the grinding sound of five 
hundred solid jaws energetically munching. Words, which were rare, 
so far were smothered in full mouths. 


Meanwhile Deloche, sealed between Baug6 and Lidnard, was al- 
most opposite Favier. only a few places away. Eacli had cast a glance 
of spile at the other. Their neighbours, aajuainted with their quarrel 
of the day before, were whispering. There had been laughter over 
the bad luck of Deloche who was always starving, and who always, 
as if by some malign destiny, chanced on the worst bits at the table. 
This time he had just arrived with a chicken gizzard and the remains 
of a carcass. Silently, he let them go on joking, he was devouring 
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great mouthfuls of bread and peeling the gizzard with the infinite 
skill of a lad who held meat in respect. 

‘Why don’t you complain?’ Baug6 said to him. 

But he shrugged his shoulders. What was the good? It was never 
a success. When he did not resign himself, things always went worse. 

‘You know, the cotton-reelers have a club of their own now,* re- 
lated Mignot suddenly. ‘Yes, really, the Reel-Club. . . . They have it 
in the house of a wine-merchant in the Rue Saint-Honor6, who lets 
them a room on Saturdays.’ 

He was talking of the haberdashery salesmen. At that, the whole 
table brightened up. Between two mouthfuls, their voices clogged 
with food, each one of them put in a word, added a detail; it was 
only the persistent readers who remained silent and lost to the world, 
their noses buried in a newspaper. Everyone was agreed; each year 
shop-assistants were bettering themselves. About half of them now- 
adays could speak German or English. It was no longer smart to go 
and kick up a shindy at Bullier, to make the rounds of the caf6s in 
order to whistle at the ugly girls singing in them. No, about twenty 
of them would get together now and found a club. 

‘Have they got a piano like the linen-dealers?’ asked Li6nard. 

‘Has the Reel-Club a piano? I should jolly well think so!’ ex- 
claimed Mignot. ‘And they play on it. they sing! There’s even one 
of them, that little fellow Bavoux, who reads poetry.’ 

The mirth was redoubled, they made fun of Bavoux; however, 
there was great respect beneath their laughter. Then they talked 
about the play at the Vaudeville, in which a draper's assistant played 
an unpleasant part; several of them were getting annoyed about it, 
while others were worrying about when they would be able to get 
away that evening, for they were going to parlies given by bourgeois 
families. From every corner of the immense hall similar conversa- 
tions were proceeding, in the midst of the growing din of crockery. 
In order to get rid of the smell of food and the hot steam which was 
rising from five hundred uncovered plates, they had opened the win- 
dows, the lowered blinds of which were burning hot from the 
oppressive August sun. Scorching blasts of hot air were coming from 
the streets, glints of gold were making the ceiling yellow, bathing the 
sweating men at lunch in an auburn light. 

‘How can they shut one up like this on a Sunday, in such weather!’ 
Favier repeated. 

This remark brought the gentlemen back to the subject of the 
stock-taking. It was a superb year. And they went on to talk about 
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salaries, rises, the eternal subject, the thrilling question which always 
stirred them. It was always the same thing on the days when they had 
chicken, excitement would break out. in the end the noise was un- 
bearable. When the waiters brought the artichokes they could no 
longer hear themselves speak. The inspector on duty had orders to 
be tolerant. 

‘By the way.’ Favier exclaimed. ‘You know what's happened?’ 

But his voice was drowned. Mignot was asking: 

‘Who doesn’t like artichokes? I’ll swop my dessert for an arti- 
choke.’ 

No one replied. Everyone liked artichokes. This lunch would go 
down as a good one, for they had seen that there were peaches for 
dessert. 

‘He’s invited her to dinner, old man,’ Favier was saying to his 
right-hand neighbour, concluding the story. ‘What! You didn’t 
know?’ 

The whole table knew, and they were tired of talking about it all 
morning. Jokes, always the same ones, passed from mouth to mouth. 
Deloche was quivering, in the end he fixed his eye on Favier, who 
was insistently repeating; 

‘If he hasn't had her. he'll get her . . . and he won’t be the first to 
have her. Oh! no, he won’t be the first!’ 

He, loo, was looking at Deloche. He added provocatively; 

Those who like them bony can treat themselves to her for five 
francs.’ 

Suddenly, he lowered his head. Deloche, yielding to an irresis- 
tible urge, had just thrown his last glass of wine into Favier’s face, 
blurting out as he did so; 

‘There! You dirty liar, I should have done it yesterday!’ 

This caused a scene. Favicr’s neighbours had been spattered with a 
few drops, but his hair was only slightly damp; the wine, thrown loo 
hard, had fallen on the other side of the table. But people \\'ere an- 
noyed. So he must be living with her, tlicn, if he defended Iier like 
that! What a ruffian! He deserved a box on the ears to teach him how 
to behave. Voices were lowered, however, someone warned them 
that the inspector was approaching, and there was no point involv- 
ing the management in the quarrel. Favier was content to say; 

If he’d got me you’d have seen what a shindy I’d have made!’ 

It all finished up with jeers. When Deloche. still trembling, wanted 
to take a drink in order to hide his embarrassment and mechanically 
seized his empty glass, there was laughter. He put his glass down 
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again awkwardly, and set about sucking the artichoke leaves which 
he had already eaten. 

‘Pass the bottle to Deloche, do,’ said Mignot calmly, ‘he’s thirsty.’ 

The laughter was redoubled. The young gentlemen were taking 
clean plates from the piles which were standing at intervals on the 
table: the waiters were taking round the dessert, baskets full of 
peaches. And they all held their sides with laughter when Mignot 
added: 

‘Everyone to their own taste. Deloche eats his peaches with wine.’ 

The latter remained motionless. His head bowed, seemingly deaf, 
he appeared not to hear the jokes, he was feeling hopeless regret for 
what he had just done. They were right, what claim had he to de- 
fend her? Now people would say all sorts of dreadful things, he could 
have hit himself for having compromised her like that, when want- 
ing to prove her innocent. It was his usual luck, it would have been 
belter if he had died on the spot, for he could not even give way to 
the instincts of his heart without doing something silly. Tears were 
coming into his eyes. Was it not his fault, too, that the shop was 
talking about the letter the governor had written? He could hear 
them all sneering with crude words about the invitation, the secret 
of which had been confided only to Lienard; and he blamed himself, 
he should not have allowed Pauline to speak about it in front of a 
third person, he held himself responsible for the indiscretion which 
had been committed. 

‘Why did you tell everyone about it?’ he murmured finally, in a 
pained voice. ‘It*s very wrong.' 

‘Me!’ replied Lienard, ‘but I only told one or two people, insisting 
on secrecy. . . . How can one tell how things get around?’ 

When Deloche finally brought himself to drink a glass of water, 
the whole (able burst out laughing again. The meal was finishing, the 
employees, lolling back in their chairs, were awaiting the sound of 
the bell, shouting to each other from afar with a lack of restraint 
brought on by the meal. Few supplementary dishes had been asked 
for at the big central counter, especially as. that day, it was the shop 
w'hich was paying for the coffee. Cups were steaming, sweaty faces 
were shining under the hazy fumes floating like clouds of blue cigar- 
ette smoke. In the windows the blinds were hanging down motionless, 
without flapping at all. One of them rolled up again, and a stream of 
sunshine crossed the hall, lighting up the ceiling. The hubbub of 
voices \vas beating against the walls with such a noise that the sound 
of the bell was at first heard only by the tables near the door. They 
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got up, and the stampede as they left filled the corridors for a long 
time. 

Meanwhile, Deloche had lagged behind in order to escape the wit- 
ticisms which were still going on. Even Baug6 went out ahead of 
him; and Baug6 was usually the last to leave the dining-room, as he 
would then go a round-about way and meet Pauline as she was going 
into the women’s dining-hall: they had agreed on this scheme as the 
only way they could see each other for a minute during working 
hours. But that day, just as they were kissing each other full on the 
lips in a corner of the corridor, Denise, who was also going up to 
lunch, came on them unawares. She was walking with difficulty, be- 
cause of her foot. 

‘Oh, my dear!* stammered Pauline, very red. ‘you won’t sav anv- 
Ihing, will you?’ 

Baug6, with his huge limbs and build of a giant, was trembling like 
a little boy. He murmured: 

‘You know, they’d very likely throw us out. . . . Our marriage may 
have been announced, but those dirty dogs don’t understand that 
people kiss!’ 

Denise, quite upset, pretended that she had not seen them. And 
Baug6 was making his escape when Deloche, who was going the long- 
est way round, appeared in his turn. He wanted to apologize, he 
stammered phrases which Denise did not at first understand. Then, as 
he was reproaching Pauline for having spoken in front of Li<Snard. 
and as Pauline became embarrassed, the girl at last understood the 
words people had been whispering behind her back all morning. So 
It was the story of the letter which was going round! Once more the 
shiver which this letter had given her ran down her spine, she felt 
as if she was being undressed by all those men. 

.u** know.’ Pauline was repeating. ‘In any case, there’s no- 

ting bad about it. . . . Let them talk, they’re all wild about it. you 

My d^r, said Denise in the end, in her sensible way, ‘I’m not 
cross with you at all. . . . You’ve only said what’s true. I’ve received 
a letter, and it^s up to me to reply to it.’ 

Deloche went away cut to the heart, for he had understood that the 
gin was taking the situation for granted and would keep the appoint- 
ment that evening. When the two salcs-girls had lunched, in a small 
dining-room next to the big one. where the women were served more 

comfortably. Pauline had to help Denise downstairs, as her foot was 
getting tired. 
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Downstairs, in the over-excitement of the afternoon, the stock- 
taking was proceeding with even more bustle. The time had come 
when they had to put their backs into it, when, faced with the little 
work that had been done in the morning, all efforts were straining in 
order to finish by the evening. Voices were being raised even more; 
nothing could be seen but waving arms, still emptying shelves, throw- 
ing down the merchandise; and it was no longer possible to walk 
about, the rising spate of piles and bales on the floor now reached 
the level of the counters. A surge of heads, brandished fists, and fly- 
ing limbs seemed to be losing itself in the depths of the departments, 
in a distant confused riot. It was the final fever of bustle, the mach- 
ine at breaking point; while outside the plate-glass windows all 
around the closed shop there still went occasional passers-by. wan 
with the stifling boredom of Sunday. On the pavement in the Rue 
Neuve-Saint-Augustin, three big hatless girls with a sluttish air about 
them, had taken their stand, their faces brazenly pressed to the win- 
dows. trying to see the strange sort of mess being cooked up inside. 

When Denise went back into the mantle department Madame 
Aur61ie left Marguerite to finish calling out the garments. The check- 
ing remained to be done and. requiring quiet in which to do it. she 
retired into the pattern room, taking the girl with her. 

‘Come with me, we’ll compare the two lists. . . . Then you can add 
it up.’ 

But. as she wanted to leave the door open in order to keep an eye 
on the girls, the din came in and they could no longer hear a thing 
even at the far end of the room. It was a vast, square room, furnished 
only with chairs and three long tables; in one corner stood great 
mechanical cutters for making the patterns. Whole lengths of mater- 
ial went through them, in one year more than sixty thousand francs’ 
worth of material was sent out. thus cut up into strips. From morn- 
ing to night the cutters were chopping up silk, wool and linen with 
the sound of a scythe. Aftei^vards the pattern books had to be put 
together, either glued or sewn. And there was also, between the two 
windows, a small printing press for the labels. 

‘Quieter, please!’ Madame Aur61ie, who could not hear Denise 
reading out the articles, would shout from time to time. 

When the checking of the first lists had been completed, she left 
the girl seated at one of the tables, deep in adding up. Then she 
reappeared almost immediately and installed Mademoiselle de Fon- 
tenailles there, as she was no longer needed by the trousseau depart- 
ment which had handed her over. It would save time if Mademoiselle 
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de Fontenailles were also to add up. But the apparition of the 
NJrchioness. as Clara called her, had stirred up the department 
They were laughing, they were teasing Joseph, ferocious words were 
coming through the door. 

‘Don’t move, you’re not in my way at all.’ said Denise, seized 

with deep pity. ‘Here, my inkstand will do. you can share it with 
me. 


Mademoiselle de Fontenailles, stupefied by her downfall could 
not even find a word of gratitude. She looked as if she drank, her 
emaciated body had a livid hue. and only her hands, white and slen- 
der, still bore witness to her distinguished ancestry. 

However the laughter suddenly slopped, and they could hear the 
work resuming its regular hum. It was Mouret. once again making 
a tour of the departments. He stopped to look for Denise, surprised 
at not s^ing her. With a sign he beckoned to Madame Aurdlie; and 
mey both moved to one side, and talked in low voices for a moment. 
He must have been questioning her. With a glance she indicated the 
pattern-room then appeared to be giving Iiim a report. Doubtless she 
was relating that the girl had cried that morning. 

Mouret out loud, drawing nearer. ‘Show me the 

This way. Monsieur.’ the buyer replied, ‘we’ve escaped from the 

He followed her into the neighbouring room. Qara was not taken 

murmured that they might as well go and 
etch a bed straight away. But Marguerite was throwing the garments 

Wasn t the a^istant buyer a good sort? Her affairs did not concern 

^ "'as aiding and abetting, the sales-girls 

Joseph were swelling out, as if becoming soundproof And Inspector 
Jouve, having noticed Madame Aurdlie’s tactics from afar came to 
walk up and down outside the door of the sample room wit™ the 
regular step of a sentry on guard, awaiting his fupcri^l^s ^0“ 

•Give Monsieur the lists.’ said the buyer as she went in 
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de Fontenailles. who had not even looked round, and, seemingly 
finding fault with her addition, she said to her in a low voice: 

‘Go along and help with tlie parcels, do. . . . You’re not used to 
doing figures.’ 

Mademoiselle de Fontenailles rose, and went back to the depart- 
ment, where whisperings greeted her. Joseph, under the mocking 
eyes of the girls, was writing all crooked. Clara, delighted to receive 
an assistant, was jostling her all the same because of the hatred she 
felt for all women in the shop. How idiotic it was, when one was a 
marchioness, to have an odd job man falling in love with one! And 
she envied her that love. 

‘Very good, very good!’ Mouret was repeating, still pretending to 
read. 

Madame Aur^lie, meanwhile did not know how to withdraw 
decently in her turn. She was marking time, going to look at the 
mechanical cutters, furious that her husband had not invented a pre- 
text for calling her; but he never thought of serious things, he would 
have died of thirst beside a pond. In the end it was Marguerite who 
had the wit to come and ask her about something. 

‘I’ll go and see.’ replied the buyer. 

And, her dignity safeguarded from then on, as she had an excuse 
in the eyes of the girls who were watching her, she left Mouret and 
Denise, whom she had just brought together, alone, and went out of 
the room with a majestic gait, her profile so lofty that the sales-girls 
did not dare even to indulge in a smile. 

Mouret had slowly replaced the lists on the table. He was looking 
at the girl, who remained sealed, pen in hand. She did not look away, 
she had only become paler. 

‘You’re coming, to-night?’ he asked in a low voice. 

‘No. Monsieur,’ she replied. ‘I can't. My brothers are goirig to be 
at my uncle’s, and I've promised to dine with them.' 

‘But what about your fool? You walk with too much difficulty.* 

‘Oh! I’m quite able to get as far as that, I’ve been feeling much 
better since this morning!’ 

Faced w'iih tliis calm refusal, he had become pale in his turn. His 
sensitive pride W'as making his lips quiver. Nevertheless, he controlled 
himself, and with the air of a kindly employer merely taking an in- 
terest in one of his shop-girls, he resumed: 

‘Come now, if 1 invite you. . . . You know what regard I have for 
you.’ 

Denise maintained her respectful attitude. 


‘I am very touched. Monsieur, by your kindness to me, and I thank 
you for the invitation. But I must repeat that it’s impossible my 
brothers are expecting me this evening.’ 

She was obstinately refusing to understand. Meanwhile the door 
had remained open, and she could very well feel the whole shop 
urging her on. In a friendly way Pauline had called her a silly ass 
and the others would laugh at her if she refused the invitation! 
Madame Aur^lie, who had left the room. Marguerite, whose raised 
voice she could hear , Lhomme, whose motionless and discreet back 
she could see— they all desired her fall, they were all throwing her at 
their employer. And the distant hum of the stock-taking, the millions 
of goods being called out in ringing tones, being turned over in arm- 
fuls, was like a hot wind fanning passion towards her. 

There was a silence. At times the noise drowned the words of 
Mouret. accompanying them with the formidable din of a king’s for- 
tune won in battle. 

^ell. when will you come?’ he asked again. ‘To-morrow?’ 

This simple question upset Denise. For a moment she lost her 
composure and blurted out: 

‘I don’t know . . . I can’t ’ 


He smiled, he tried to take her hand, which she drew back 
What arc you afraid of, then?’ 

But she was already holding her head up again, she was looking 
way asTe did"so 

1 m not afraid of anything. Monsieur One only docs what one 

wants to do. doesn’t one? I just don’t want to, that’s all!’ 

As she stopped speaking she was surprised to hear a creak. She 

by itself. Inspector 

Jouve had taken It upon himself to close it. Doors formed part of his 
duties iione of them were supposed to remain open Then he went 
gravely back to his sentry post again. No one api^red to notice the 
door being dosed m this simple way. Only Clara let out a crude word 

Mademoiselle de Fontenaillcs. who went deathly pale 

”■ ->“s » . 

-Listen. I love you You've known it for a long time don't 

don't be TfraldTan^V "ot to know. . And 

hundreds time T 0™“ 

had to hnl? .n T I would only have 

had to bolt the door. But I didn't want to. you can see yourself that 
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I’m talking to you, where anyone can come in ... I love you, Denise.’ 

She was standing there, her face white, still looking him straight 
in the face. 

Tell me. why do you refuse? Haven’t you any needs? Your broth- 
ers are a heavy responsibility. Anything you ask me for, everything 
you require from me ’ 

With a word, she cut him short: 

Thank you. I’m earning more than I need now.* 

‘But it’s freedom I’m offering you, it’s a life of pleasure and lux- 
ury . . . I’ll set you up with a home of your own. I’ll insure that you’ll 
be well-off* 

‘No thank you. I’d be bored doing nothing ... I wasn’t ten years 
old when I started to earn my living.’ 

He made a frantic gesture. She was the first woman not to yield. 
He had only to stoop to get the others, they all waited on his whim 
like obedient servants: but she was saying no, without even giving a 
reasonable pretext. His desire, controlled for so long, whipped up by 
her resistance, was becoming exacerbated. Perhaps he was not 
offering her enough? He redoubled his efforts, urging her even more 
strongly. 

‘No, no, thank you,’ she replied each time, without weakening. 

Then a cry from the heart escaped him: 

‘Can’t you see how I’m suffering? Yes, it's idiotic. I’m suffering 
like a child!’ 

Tears had moistened his eyes. A fresh silence reigned. Behind the 
closed door the muffled hum of the stock-taking could still be heard. 
It was like a dying sound of triumph, the accompaniment to the 
master’s defeat was discreet. 

‘But if I wish it . . . he said in a passionate voice, seizing her 
hands as he did so. 

She let him hold them, her eyes grew dim, all her strength was 
ebbing away. She felt a warmth coming to her from the man’s hot 
hands, filling her with delicious indolence. My goodness! How she 
loved him. and what sweetness she would have tasted if she had 
flung her arms round his neck and leant on his breast! 

‘I wish it. I wish it.’ he was repeating, beside himself. ‘I’ll expect 
you this evening, or I’ll take steps . . . .’ 

He was becoming brutal. She uttered a faint cry, the pain which 
she felt at her wrists gave her back her courage. With a jerk, she 
freed herself. Then, standing erect and seemingly made bigger by her 
defencelessness, she said: 
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‘No, leave me. . . . I’m not a Clara, to be dropped the next day. And 
then. Monsieur, there’s someone else you love, yes, that lady who 
comes here. . . . Stay with her. I’m not the sort of person who 
shares.’ 

Surprise held him motionless. What was she saying and what did 
she want, then? Never did the girls he picked up in the departments 
worry themselves about being loved. He should have laughed about 
it, yet this attitude of gentle pride completed the confusion in his 
heart. 

‘Monsieur,’ she went on. ‘open the door again. It is not fitting for 
us to be together like this.’ 

Mouret obeyed and. his temples buzzing, not knowing how to hide 
his anguish, he resummoned Madame Aur^lie. lost his temper about 
the stock of cloaks, said that the prices would have to be lowered, 
and continue to be lowered so long as a single one remained. It 
was the rule of the shop, they got rid of everything each year, they 
sold goods at a sixty per cent loss rather than keep an out-of-date 
model or a shop-soiled material. As it happened Bourdoncic, look- 
ing for the director, had been waiting for him for a minute or two; he 
had been stopped outside the closed door by Jouve, who had whis- 
pered a word or two in his ear with a serious air. He was growing 
impatient without, however, having the courage to interrupt the 
tete-a-tete. Was it really iwssible? On such a day loo. and with that 
puny creature! When at last the door opened. Bourdoncic spoke of 
the fancy silks, the slock of which was going to be enormous. It was 
a relief for Mouret to be able to shout as much as he liked. What was 
Boulhemont thinking of? He moved off, declaring as he did so that 
he would not tolerate a buyer so much lacking in flair that he com- 
mitted the folly of laying in more goods than sales justified. 

‘What’s the matter?' murmured Madame Aurdlie, quite over- 
whelmed by thc.se reproaches. 

The girls looked at each other in surprise. At six o’clock the stock- 
taking was finished. The sun was still shining, a pale summer sun. 
the golden reflection of which was coming through the hall windows. 
In the torrid air of the streets tired families were already coming 
back from the suburbs, loaded with bunches of flowers and dragging 
their children along. One by one, the departments had grown silent. 
Nothing could be heard in the galleries but the belated shouts of a 
few salesmen emptying a last shelf. Then these voices too became 
silent, nothing remained of the day’s hubbub but a mighty chill hang- 
ing over the fearsome avalanche of merchandise. Now the shelves. 



the cupboards, the boxes and cases were empty: not a yard of mater- 
ial, not a single object had remained in its place. The huge shop had 
nothing to show but its framework, its woodwork completely devoid 
of goods, as on the day it had been installed. This bareness was the 
visible proof of the complete and accurate returns of the stock-tak- 
ing. And. on the ground, sixteen millions’ worth of goods was piled 
up, it was a rising sea which had, in the end, submerged the tables 
and counters. The salesmen, plunged in it up to their shoulders, were 
beginning to put each article back. It was hoped that they would 
have finished by ten o’clock. 

As Madame Aur^Iie, who belonged to the first dinner service, was 
coming back from the dining-room, she brought news of the turn- 
over for the year, a figure which had just been worked out by adding 
up those of the various departments. The total was eighty million, 
ten million more than the preceding year. There had been an actual 
loss only on the fancy silks. 

‘If Monsieur Mouret isn’t satisfied, I don’t know what he wants,’ 
added the buyer, ‘Why! He’s over there, at the top of the main stair- 
case, looking furious.’ 

The girls went to have a look at him. He was standing alone, his 
face saturnine, looking down at the millions scattered at his feet. 

‘Madame,’ Denise came to inquire at that moment, ‘would you 
be good enough to let me go to my room? I’m no longer any use be- 
cause of my leg, and as I’ve got to dine at my uncle’s with my broth- 
ers. . . .’ 

There was astonishment. So she had not succumbed? Madame 
Aur^lie hesitated, appeared to be on the verge of forbidding her to 
go out, her voice curt and displeased; while Clara, full of disbelief, 
was shrugging her shoulders; don’t worry, it was quite simple, he 
didn’t want her any more! When Pauline learnt of this ending to the 
story, she was standing with Deloche by the layettes. The young 
man’s sudden joy made her furious: a fine lot of good it did him, 
didn’t it? It made him happy, did it, that his friend was silly enough 
to miss making her fortune. Bourdoncle. who did not dare go and 
disturb Mouret in his lonely isolation, was walking about amid the 
noise, disconsolate himself and full of misgivings. 

Meanwhile, Denise went downstairs. As she was slowly reaching 
the bottom of the small left-hand staircase, leaning on the banisters, 
she came upon a group of sniggering salesmen. Her name was pro- 
nounced; she felt that they were still talking about her affair. They 
had not seen her. 
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‘Nonsense; It’s all put on!’ Favier was saying. ‘She’s riddled with 
vice. . . . Yes, I know someone she wanted to take by force.’ 

He was looking at Hulin who, in order to preserve his dignity as 
assistant buyer, was standing a few paces away, without taking part 
in the jokes. But he was so flattered by the look of envy with which 
the others were gazing at him that he deigned to murmur: 

‘My goodness, what a bore she was, that girl!’ 

Denise, cut to the heart, caught hold of the banisters. They must 
have seen her. for they all scattered amid laughter. He was right; she 
blamed herself for her ignorance in the past, when she used to dream 
about him. But how despicable he was, and how she despised him 
now! She felt deeply disturbed: it was strange that a moment ago she 
had found strength to repulse a man whom she adored, whereas in 
the past she had felt such weakness in the presence of that wretched 
boy. whose love she had only dreamed about! Her reason and her 
courage were foundering in these contradictions of her nature, which 
she could no longer clearly interpret. She hastened to go tlirough the 
hall. Then, while a commissionaire was opening the door which had 
been closed since the morning, an instinct made her raise her head, 
and she caught sight of Mouret. He was still at the top of the stair- 
case. on the big central landing overlooking the gallery. But he had 
forgotten the stock-taking, he did not sec his empire, tiie shop burst- 
ing with riches. Everything had disappeared— the resounding victor- 
ies of yesterday, the colossal fortune of to-morrow. With a look of 
despair he was watching Denise, and when she had gone through 
the door for him there was nothing left anymore, the shop became 
dark. 
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XI 


On that day Bouthemont was the first to arrive at Madame Des- 
forges’s house at four o’clock for tea. She was alone, so far, in her 
large Louis XVI drawing-room, the bronzes and brocades of which 
had a bright gayness; when she saw him she stood up with an air of 
impatience, saying as she did so: 

‘Well?’ 

‘Well!’ replied the young man, ‘when I told him that I would be 
sure to come and call on you. he definitely promised me he would 
come.’ 

‘You gave him to understand that I’m expecting the Baron to- 
day?’ 

‘Of course. . . . That’s what seemed to make him make up his 
mind.’ 

They were talking of Mouret. He had, the year before, taken a 
sudden liking to Bouthemont, to the extent of admitting him to his 
private life; and he had even introduced him into Henriette’s house, 
being happy to have an obliging person on the spot there, who 
slightly enlivened a liaison of which he was beginning to tire. Thus, 
the buyer from the silk department had finally become the confidant 
of his employer and of the pretty widow: he ran small errands for 
them, talked about one of them to the other, sometimes patched up 
their quarrels. Hcnriette. in her fits of jealousy, allowed herself a 
degree of intimacy with him that he had found surprising and embar- 
rassing, for she would lose all the discretion which, as a woman of 
the world using all her skill to keep up appearances, she possessed. 

She exclaimed violently: 

‘You should have brought him with you. Then I’d have been sure.* 

‘How could I?’ he said, with a good-natured laugh, ‘it’s not my 
fault if he escapes all the time nowadays Oh! but he’s very fond 

of me all the same. Without him. I should be in difficulties in the 
shop.’ 

Indeed, since the last stock-taking, his position at the Bonheur des 
Dames was precarious. In spile of his excuses that the wet weather 
was to blame, he was not forgiven his considerable stocks of fancy 
silks; and, as Hutin was making the most of the affair by undermin- 
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ing his reputation with his superiors with redoubled crafty energy, he 
could very well feel the earth crumbling away beneath his feet. 
Mouret had condemned him. doubtless by now bored by having a 
witness who hindered him from breaking off his liaison and tired of 
profitless familiarity with him. But. following his usual technique, he 
was pushing Bourdoncle to the fore; it was Bourdoncle and the other 
directors who were demanding Bouthemont’s dismissal at every 
meeting; whereas Mouret was holding out against them, at the risk 
of creating great difficulties for himself — so he said — and stoutly de- 
fending his friend. 

‘Well, I shall wait,’ Madame Desforges went on. ‘You know that 
girl should be here at five. ... I want to bring them face to face. I 
must discover their secret.’ 

Once more she went over the plan she was contemplating; in her 
excitement, she repeated how she had begged Madame Aur^lie to 
send Denise to her to look at a coat which was not right. Once she 
had the girl there in her room, she would easily find some way of 
calling Mouret; and after that she would take action. 

Bouthemont, sitting facing her, was looking at her with his hand- 
some laughing eyes, which he was trying to make look serious. The 
gay young fellow with his ink-black beard, a roisterer whose hot 
Gascon blood tinged his face with crimson, was thinking that society 
women had very little good in them, and that they certainly let loose 
a fine stream of things once they made up their minds to unbosom 
themselves. His friends’ mistresses, who were shop-girls, certainly 
did not venture to make confidences in more detail. 

‘Come now,’ he ventured to say at last, ‘why should you worry 
about it? I swear to you that there’s absolutely nothing between 
them.’ 

‘That’s just it!’ she exclaimed, ‘he loves that girl ... I don’t care 
about the others, they’re just pick-ups. the chance encounter of a 
day!’ 

She spoke of Clara with contempt. She had, in fact, been told that 
Mouret, after Denise’s refusal, had gone back once more to that 
big redhead with a face like a horse; probably it was a calculated 
move, for he kept her in the department, loading her with presents 
in order to draw attention to her. In any case, for almost three 
months now. he had been leading a terrific life of pleasure, scatter- 
ing money with a lavishness which was causing comment: he had 
bought a house for a chorus girl of doubtful reputation, and he was 
being battened on by two or three other hussies at the same time, who 
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seemed to be vying with each other in expensive and idiotic 
whims. 

‘It’s that creature’s fault/ Henriette was repeating. *I feel he’s ruin- 
ing himself with the others because she’s spuming him. ... In any 
case, what do I care about his money! I would have preferred him to 
have been poor. You who’ve become our friend, you know how 
much I love him.’ 

She stopped, choking, on the verge of bursting into tears; and with 
a gesture of abandon, she held out both her hands to him. It was 
true; she adored Mouret for his youth and his triumphs, never had 
a man possessed her completely like that, thrilling both her body 
and her pride; but, with the thought of losing him, she could also 
hear the knell of forty sounding, and she was wondering with terror 
how to fill the place of this great love. 

‘Oh! I’ll have my revenge,’ she murmured, ‘I’ll have my revenge 
if he behaves badly!* 

Bouthemont found that her hands had remained in his. She was 
still beautiful, but she would be a nuisance as a mistress, and he did 
not care for that type at all. Yet it was something worth considering, 
it might perhaps be worth while risking complications. 

‘Why don’t you set up on your own?’ she said suddenly, with- 
drawing her hands. 

He was taken aback. Then he replied: 

‘But one would have to have considerable capital. . . . Last year 
an idea really did obsess me. I'm convinced that one could still find 
enough customers in Paris for one or two more big shops; only, one 
would have to choose the district very carefully. The Bon March6 
has got the Left Bank: the Louvre is in the middle; we at the Bon- 
heur monopolize the rich districts of the west. There remains the 
north, where a rival to the Place Clichy could be created. And I’d 
discovered a superb site, near the Op6ra . . . .’ 

‘Well?’ 

He began to laugh boisterously. 

‘Just imagine, I was silly enough to speak to my father about it. 
Yes, I was innocent enough to ask him to find shareholders in Toul- 
ouse.’ 

He told her gaily about the old man’s rage and how, in the depths 
of his little provincial shop, he was rabidly against the big Parisian 
stores. Bouthemont the elder, infuriated by the thirty thousand 
francs which his son earned, had replied that he’d rather give his 
money and that of his friends to charity than contribute a single 
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penny to one of those shops which were just the brothels of busi- 
ness. 

‘And what’s more,’ the young man concluded, ‘one would need 
millions.’ 

‘And if they could be found?’ said Madame Desforges artlessly. 

He looked at her, suddenly serious. Was it just the phrase of a 
jealous woman? But without giving him time to question it, she 
added: 

‘Well, you know what an interest I take in you. . . . We’ll have to 
talk about it again.’ 

The bell of the ante-room had sounded. She stood up, and he. with 
an instinctive movement, drew his chair away, as if they might al- 
ready be caught unawares. Silence reigned in the drawing-room, 
with its gay, pleasant hangings and furnished with such a profusion 
of green plants that there was what looked like a miniature wood 
between the two windows. Standing, her ears strained towards the 
door, she was waiting. 

‘There he is,’ she murmured. 

The servant announced: 

‘Monsieur Mouret, Monsieur de Vallagnosc.’ 

She could not refrain from a gesture of anger. Why didn’t he come 
alone? He must have gone to fetch his friend, fearing a possible 
tSte-a-teie. Then she gave a smile, and held out her hand to the two 
men. 

‘How rarely I see you nowadays! And that goes for you, too. Mon- 
sieur de Vallagnosc.’ 

Her figure was her despair, she squeezed herself into black silk 
dresses in order to conceal that fact that she was putting on weight. 
Yet her pretty head with her dark hair was still attractive and had 
not coarsened. Mouret was able to say to her familiarly, sweeping 
his eyes over her as he did so: 

‘There’s no need to ask how you are You’re as fresh as a daisy.’ 

‘Oh! I’m loo well.’ she replied. ‘In any case, I might have been 
dead, for all you know.’ 

She was examining him in her turn, and thought he seemed very 
nervy and tired, with rings under his eyes and a livid complexion. 

‘Well!* she resumed in a tone which she tried to make agreeable. 
‘I’m not going to return your flattery. You don’t look at all well this 
evening.’ 

‘Work!’ said Vallagnosc. 

Mouret made a vague gesture, without replying. He had just 
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caught sight of Bouthemont, and was nodding to him in a friendly 
way. During the time when they had been on very intimate terms he 
had been wont to carry off Bouthemont from the department him- 
self. and take him to Henriette’s in the middle of the afternoon rush- 
hour. But times had changed, and he said to him in a low voice: 

‘You’ve sneaked out jolly early. . . . You know, they noticed you 
going and they're furious, in the shop.’ 

He was talking of Bourdoncle and the other directors just as if 
he was not the master. 

‘Oh!’ murmured Bouthemont uneasily. 

‘Yes, I want to talk to you Wait for me. we’ll leave together.* 

Meanwhile Henriette had sat down again; and all the time she was 
listening to Vallagnosc. who was telling her that Madame de Boves 
would probably be coming to see her, she did not take her eyes off 
Mouret. He was looking at the furniture and seemingly examining 
the ceiling, having relapsed into silence again. Then, as she was 
laughingly complaining that she no longer had anyone but men at her 
afternoon tea parties, he so far forgot himself as to let slip the phrase: 

‘I thought I should find Baron Hartmann here.’ 

Henriette had grown pale. Doubtless she knew that he came to her 
house only in order to meet the Baron there; but he might have re- 
frained from flinging his indifference in her face like that. Just then 
the door had opened, and the servant was standing before her. When 
she questioned him with a movement of her head, he leaned down 
and said to her in a whisper: 

‘It’s about that coat. Madame told me to inform her. . . . The 
young lady is here.’ 

Then she raised her voice so as to make herself heard and, work- 
ing off all she had suffered from jealousy in these words full of curt 
contempt, she said: 

‘Let her wait!’ 

‘Shall I show her into Madame’s dressing-room?’ 

‘No, no, let her stay in the ante-room!’ 

Wlien the servant had gone out, she calmly resumed her conver- 
sation with Vallagnosc. Mouret, who had relapsed into lassitude 
again, had heard what she had said with half an ear, without taking 
it in. Bouthemont, preoccupied by the affair, was pondering. But al- 
most immediately the door opened again, and two ladies were 
ushered in. 

‘Just fancy!’ said Madame Marty. ‘I was getting out of the carriage 
when I saw Madame de Boves coming through the arcade.’ 
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‘Yes,’ the latter explained, ‘the weather’s good to-day, and as my 
doctor is always telling me I should walk. . . .’ 

Then, after shaking hands all round, she asked Henriette: 

‘So you’re engaging a new housemaid, are you?’ 

‘No,’ she replied, astonished. ‘Why?’ 

‘Well, I’ve just seen a girl in the ante-room who ’ 

Henriette laughingly interrupted her. 

'Yes, isn’t it funny? Shop-girls all look like housemaids. . . . Yes, 
it’s a girl who’s come to alter a coat.’ 

Mouret looked at her intently, with a shadow of suspicion. She 
went on talking with forced gaiety, describing how she had bought 
the coat ready-made at the Bonheur des Dames the week before. 

‘Why!’ said Madame Marty, ‘so you no longer get your clothes 
from Sauveur?’ 

‘Yes, my dear. I do, only I wanted to make an experiment. And 
then, I was quite pleased with the first thing I bought at the Bonheur. 
a travel coat. . . . But this time it was not at all a success. No matter 
what you say, those shops of yours make one look frumpy. Oh! I 
don’t make any bones about saying it in front of Monsieur Mouret. 
You’ll never be able to dress a woman who’s got any style about her.’ 

Mouret was not defending his shop; his eyes were still on her, he 
was trying to reassure himself, telling himself that she would never 
dare to do such a thing. It was Bouthemont who had to defend tfie 
Bonheur. 

‘If all the society women who buy their clothes from us were to 
boast about it,’ he retorted gaily, ‘you’d be very surprised by the 
customers we have. . . . Order a garment from us made-to-measure, 
and it will be as good as one of Sauveur’s, and it’ll cost you half the 
price. But. here you are — it’s just because it’s less expensive that it’s 
less good.’ 

So the coat’s not a success?’ Madame de Boves went on. ‘Now I 
recognize the girl. . . , It’s rather dark in your ante-room.’ 

Yes. added Madame Marty, ‘I was trying to think where I’d seen 
that face. . . . Well, go along my dear, do, don’t stand on ceremony 
with us.’ 

Henriette made a gesture of disdainful unconcern. 

‘Oh. later on. there’s no hurry about it.’ 

The ladies went on with their discussion about clothes from big 
department stores. Then Madame dc Boves spoke of her husband 
who. she .said, had just left on a tour of inspection to vi.sit the stud 
farm at Saint-L6, and Henriette just happened to be telling them how 
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the day before Madame Guibal had had to go to the Franche-Comt^ 
because of an aunt’s illness. She was not expecting Madame Bour- 
delais that day either, for at the end of each month she shut herself 
up with a seamstress so as to go through her children’s clothes. Some 
secret anxiety, meanwhile, appeared to be worrying Madame Marty. 
Monsieur Marty’s job at the Lyc6e Bonaparte was in jeopardy as a 
result of some lessons the poor man had been giving in some shady 
establishments which were doing quite a trade in matriculation dip- 
lomas; he frenziedly raised money where he could, in order to have 
enough to meet the orgies of spending which were ruining his home; 
and she, seeing him one evening weeping for fear of dismissal, had 
had the idea of using her friend Henriette’s influence with a p)erma- 
nent under-secretary with whom she was acquainted at the Ministry 
of Education. Finally Henriette set her mind at rest with a few words. 
In any case. Monsieur Marty was going to come himself to discover 
his fate and to thank her. 

‘You look out of sorts. Monsieur Mouret,* Madame de Boves 
observed. 

‘Work!’ said Vallagnosc again, in his ironical, phlegmatic way. 

Mouret, very sorry at having so far forgotten himself, got up 
briskly. He took his usual place in the midst of the ladies, regaining 
all his charm. Winter fashions were preoccupying him. he spoke of 
a large new consignment of lace; Madame de Boves questioned him 
about the price of Alen^on point: she would perhaps buy some. She 
was now reduced to economizing the one franc fifty it cost for a cab, 
and would go home ill from having stopped to look at the shop 
windows. Wrapped in a coat which was already two years old, in her 
imagination she would drape all the expensive materials which she 
saw over her regal shoulders; it was just as if they had been torn 
off her back when she would wake to find herself dressed in her 
patched-up dresses, without hope of ever being able to satisfy her 
craving. 

‘Monsieur le Baron Hartmann,’ the servant announced. 

Henriette noticed how joyfully Mouret took the newcomer’s hand. 
The latter greeted the ladies and glanced at the young man with the 
shrewd look which at times lit up his coarse Alsatian face. 

‘Still among the frills and furbelows!’ he murmured with a smile. 

Then, being a friend of the family, he ventured to add: 

‘There’s a most charming girl in the ante-room. . . . Who is she?’ 

‘Oh! No one,’ replied Madame Desforges in her unpleasant voice. 
‘Just a shop-girl who’s waiting.’ 
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As the servant was serving the tea the door remained ajar. He was 
going out and coming back again, putting the china cups, then plates 
of sandwiches and biscuits, on the pedestal table. Bright light, 
softened by the green plants, was illuminating the brass-work in the 
vast drawing-room, bathing the silk of the furniture in tender gaiety 
and. each time the door opened, a dim corner of the hall lit only by 
frosted glass windows could be seen. There, in the dark, a sombre 
form could be discerned, motionless and patient. Denise had re- 
mained standing: there was. indeed, a leather-covered seat, but pride 
kept her away from it. She was conscious of the insult. For half an 
hour she had been there, without a movement, without a word; those 
ladies and the Baron had stared at her in passing; bursts of conver- 
sation from the drawing-room were now reaching her, she was out- 
raged by the lack of concern of all that pleasant luxury; and still she 
did not move. Suddenly, through the opening of the door, she recog- 
nized Mouret. He, too. had guessed at her presence. 

‘Is it one of your sales-girls?’ Baron Hartmann asked. 

Mouret had succeeded in hiding his great agitation. His emotion 
only made his voice shake. 

‘Probably, but I don’t know which.’ 

‘It’s the little fair-haired one from the mantle department,’ 
Madame Marty hastened to reply. ‘The one who is assistant buyer. 
I believe.’ 

Henriettc, in her turn, was looking at him. 

‘Ah!’ he said, simply. 

And he attempted to talk about the festivities in honour of the 
King of Prussia, who had arrived in Paris the day before. But the 
Baron slyly went back to the subject of girls working in large stores. 
He was feigning a desire for information, he was asking questions: 
What kind of girls were they usually? Were their morals really as bad 
as they were reputed to be? Quite a discussion started. 

‘Really,’ he was repeating, ‘you think they arc decent girls?’ 

Mouret was defending their virtue with a conviction that was mak- 
ing Vallagnosc laugh. Then Bouthemont intervened, in order to save 
his master. My goodness! There was a bit of everything amongst 
them, hussies and decent girls as well. The level of their moral stan- 
dard v/as rising, what is more. In the past in the drapery trade they 
had had nothing but the dregs of commerce, poor, empty-headed 
girls, girls who had come down in the commercial world; whereas 
nowadays families in the Rue de Sdvres, for example, were definitely 
bringing up their little girls for the Bon Marchd. In short, when they 
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wanted to behave themselves properly, they could; for unlike the 
working girls of the Paris streets, they were not obliged to pay for 
their board and lodging: they were kept and fed. their existence was 
assured, though doubtless it was a very hard existence. What was 
worst of all was their neutral, ill-defined position, somewhere be- 
tween shop-girls and ladies. Plunged into luxury as they were, often 
without initial education, they formed a nameless class apart. All 
their troubles and their vices were a result of that. 

‘As for me,’ said Madame de Boves. ‘I don’t know anyone so dis- 
agreeable One could slap them sometimes.’ 

The ladies vented their malice. They devoured each other at the 
counters, woman ate woman there, in a bitter rivalry of money and 
beauty. The sales-girls felt disgruntled, jealous of well-dressed cus- 
tomers. ladies whose style they were trying to copy; and poorly- 
dressed customers, lower middle class women, felt even more sourly 
jealous of the sales-girls, those girls dressed all in silk from whona 
when making a purchase costing a few pence they wished to obtain 
the humbleness of a servant. 

'No matter what you say,’ Henriette concluded, ‘all the poor 

wretches are for sale, like their goods!’ 

Mouret had the strength to smile. The Baron was studying him, 
touched by his efforts to master himself. Therefore he changed the 
conversation by once more mentioning the festivities in honour of 
the King of Prussia; they were superb, all Parisian business would 
profit from them. Henriette remained silent, and seemed to be 
thoughtful; she was divided between her desire to go on forgetUng 
Denise in the hall, and her fear that Mouret, now forewarned, might 
leave. In the end she got up from her chair. 

‘Will you excuse me?’ 

‘Why, of course, my dear!’ said Madame Marty. ‘Look! I shall do 
the honours of your house!’ 

She stood up. took the tea-pot and filled the cups. Henriette had 
turned round towards Baron Hartmann. 

‘You’ll be staying a few minutes longer, won’t you?’ 

‘Yes. I want to talk to Monsieur Mouret. We’ll go and invade your 
small drawing-room.’ 

Then she went out, and her black silk dress rustled against the 
door like a snake making off through the undergrowth. 

The Baron immediately manrcuvred so as to lead Mouret away, 
abandoning the ladies to Bouthemont and Vallagnosc. Standing 
by the window of the neighbouring drawing-room, the Baron and 
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Mouret chatted, lowering their voices, discussing a whole new 
scheme. For a long time Mouret had been cherishing the dream of 
realizing his old plan— the invasion of the entire block by the Bonheur 
des Dames, from the Rue Monsigny to the Rue de la Michodiere. 
and from the Rue Neuvc-Sainl-Augustin to the Rue du Dix-D6cem- 
bre. In this enormous block there was still a vast frontage on the Rue 
du Dix-D6cembre which he did not own; and this was enough to 
spoil his triumph, he was tortured by the desire to complete his con- 
quest by putting up a monumental facade there, as an apotheosis. So 
long as the main entrance remained in the Rue Neuve-Saint-Augus- 
tin, in a dark street of ancient Paris, his work would remain shaky, 
would lack logic: he wanted to flaunt it before the new Paris— on 
one of those young avenues where, in full sunlight, there passed an 
ultra-modern throng; he could see it towering above everything, as- 
serting itself as the giant palace of business, casting a bigger shadow 
over the town than the old Louvre did. But, so far, he had come up 
against the obstinacy of the Credit Immobilier. which was still hang- 
ing on to its original idea of putting up a rival to the Grand Hotel all 
along the frontage site. The plans were ready, they were only waiting 
for the Rue du Dix-D6cembrc to be opened up in order to dig the 
foundations. Making a final effort. Mouret had at last almost suc- 
ceeded in winning Baron Hartmann round. 

‘Well!* the latter began, ‘we had a meeting yesterday, and I came 
here, thinking I should see you. as 1 wanted to tell you what hap- 
pened. . . . They’re still against it.’ 

The young man allowed a gesture of irritation to escape him. 

‘It’s unreasonable of them. . . . What do they say?’ 

‘My goodness! They say what I said to you myself, what I’m still 
inclined to think. . . . Your facade is only a decoration, the new 
buildings will only increase the area of your shop by a tenth, and 
that means throwing away pretty considerable sums on a mere ad- 
vertisement.* 

At that Mouret burst out: 

‘An advertisement! An advertisement! In any case, this one will 
be in stone, and it’ll outlast us all. Can’t you sec that our business 
will increase tenfold! In two years we will get our money back. Wliat 
docs what you call a lost ground-site matter, if that site brings you in 
an enormous interest! You’ll sec what a crowd there’ll be when our 
customers are no longer crammed into the Rue Nciive-Sainl-Augus- 
tin, and can freely make an onslaught on us through a broad street 
in which six carriages will be able to travel abreast quite easily.’ 
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‘Doubtless,* resumed the Baron, laughing. ‘But you are, I repeat, a 
poet in your own way. These gentlemen consider that it would be 
dangerous to expand your business any more. They want to be 
prudent on your behalf.’ 

‘What! Prudence? I just don’t understand. . . . Don’t the figures 
speak for themselves, don’t they show the constant increase in our 
sales? First of all. with a capital of five hundred thousand francs, 
I had a turnover of two million. The capital was used four times 
over. Then it became four million, was used ten times over and pro- 
duced forty million. Finally, after successive increases as a result of 
the last stock-taking. I’ve just ascertained that the turnover has now 
reached a total of eighty million; and the capital, which has not in- 
creased at all, for it is only six million, has therefore passed over our 
counters in the form of goods more than twelve times.’ 

He was raising his voice, tapping the fingers of his right hand on 
his left palm, knocking off millions as if he was cracking nuts. The 
Baron interrupted him. 

‘I know, I know. . . . But I presume you don’t expect to go on in- 
creasing like that?* 

‘Why not?’ said Mouret naively. ‘There’s no reason why it should 
stop. The capital can be used fifteen times. I’ve been predicting it 
would for a long time. In certain departments it will even be used 
twenty-five and thirty times . . . and after that, well after that we’ll 
find a dodge to use it even more.’ 

‘Then you’ll end by drinking the money of Paris as one drinks a 
glass of water?’ 

‘Of course. Doesn’t Paris belong to women, and don’t the women 
belong to us?* 

The Baron placed both his hands on his shoulders and looked at 
him in a fatherly way. 

‘Look! You're a nice lad, and I’m fond of you. . . . One can*t re- 
sist you. We’re going to go into the idea seriously and I hope to be 
able to make them see reason. Up till now we have nothing but praise 
for you. The Bourse is dumbfounded by your dividends. You are 
probably right, it’s better to put even more money into your business 
than to risk competition with the Grand Hotel, which would be haz- 
ardous.’ 

Mouret’s animation subsided, he thanked the Baron, but without 
putting his usual burst of enthusiasm into it; and the latter saw him 
turn his eyes towards the door of the neighbouring room, once more 
a prey to the secret anxiety which he was trying to hide. Meanwhile 
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Vallagnosc, gathering that they were no longer talking business, had 
approached them. He was standing nearby, listening to the Baron, 
who was murmuring with the salacious manner of a one-lime 
rake: 

‘I say, I believe they are having their revenge, aren’t they?’ 

‘Who d’you mean?’ asked Mouret, embarrassed. 

‘Why, the women. . . . They’re tired of being in your clutches, now 
you’re in theirs, my friend: fair exchange!’ 

He was joking, he knew about the young man’s stormy love affairs. 
The mansion bought for the chorus girl and the enormous sums 
squandered on girls picked up in private rooms in restaurants diver- 
ted him as if they were an excuse for the foolish things he had him- 
self done in the past. His long experience was revelling in it. 

‘Really, I don't understand,’ Mouret was repeating. 

‘All! You understand very well. They always have the last 
word. . . . That’s why I used to think: It’s impossible, he’s just brag- 
ging, he’s not as clever as that! And there you are — caught! Go on. 
take everything you can from Woman, exploit her like a coal-mine, 
but in the end, she’ll exploit you and make you cough up! Take care, 
for she’ll extract more blood and money from you than you'll have 
sucked from her.’ 

He was laughing even more, and Vallagnosc, near him, was snig- 
gering too, without saying anything. 

‘My goodness! One must try cverylhing once, after all,’ Mouret 
confessed finally, pretending to be amused too. ‘Money’s silly if one 
doesn’t spend it.’ 

‘Now, that I really approve of,’ the Baron went on. ‘Have your 
fun, my dear fellow. I’m not one to preach to you, nor to be anxious 
about the large investments we have entrusted to you. . . . One must 

sow one’s wild oats, one has a clearer head aftenvards And then, 

it’s not so bad to ruin oneself when one is capable of rebuilding one’s 
fortune again. . . . But even if money means nothing, there arc other 
ways of suffering, all the same. . . .’ 

He slopped short, his laugh became sad, old sorrows were flitting 
through his ironical scepticism. He had followed the duel between 
Henriette and Mouret, for he was inquisitive and still fascinated by 
other people’s amorous battles; and he fully sensed that the crisis 
had come, he guessed at the drama, for he knew about the story of 
that girl Denise, whom he had seen in the hall. 

‘Oh! As to suffering, that’s not my line,’ said Mouret in a tone of 
bravado. ‘It’s already quite enough to have to pay.’ 
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The Baron looked at him for a few seconds in silence. Without 
wishing to be too insistent, he added slowly: 

‘Don’t try to make yourself out to be worse than you are — You’ll 
lose something more than your money in that game. . . . You’ll lose 
some of your lifeblood, my friend.’ 

He broke oflf, once more joking, in order to ask: 

‘Isn’t that so? Doesn’t it sometimes happen. Monsieur de Val- 
lagnosc?’ 

‘So they say, Monsieur le Baron,’ the latter declared simply. 

Just at that moment, the door of the room opened. Mouret, who 
was about to reply, gave a slight start. The three men turned round. 
It was Madame Desforges, looking very gay; she merely put her head 
round the door, calling in a hurried voice; 

‘Monsieur Mouret! Monsieur Mouret!’ 

Then, when she caught sight of them, she said: 

‘Oh! Gentlemen, will you allow me to carry off Monsieur Mouret 
for a minute? The least he can do is to give me the benefit of his 
knowledge, for he’s sold me an awful coat! The girl is an absolute 
idiot who doesn’t know a thing. . . . Come along now. I’m ^vaiting 
for you.’ 

He was hesitating, torn, recoiling from the scene which he could 
foresee. But he had to obey. The Baron was saying to him in his 
fatherly and at the same time mocking way: 

‘Go along, go along, do, my dear fellow. Madame wants you.’ 

So Mouret followed her out. The door swung to again, and he 
thought he could hear Vallagnosc’s derisive laughter, muffled by the 
hangings. In any case, his courage was exhausted. Ever since Henri- 
ette had left the drawing-room and he had known Denise to be in 
jealous hands at the other end of the flat, he had been feeling a grow- 
ing anxiety, nervous pangs which made him keep his ears open as if 
there was a distant sound of tears which made him wince with 
pain. What could the woman devise in order to torture her? All his 
love, that love which still astonished him, went out like a support and 
a consolation to the girl. Never had he loved anyone like that, never 
had he found such powerful charm in suffering. Being a man who 
had a busy life, the loves he had had — including Henriette herself, 
who was subtle and so pretty that the possession of her flattered his 
pride — had only been an agreeable pastime, sometimes a calculated 
one, in which he looked only for profitable pleasure. He would leave 
his mistresses’ houses calm, and would go home to bed happy in his 
bachelor freedom, without a regret or a worry on his mind. Whereas 
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now his heart was beating with anguish, his life had ceased to be his 
own, he could no longer enjoy the oblivion of sleep in his huge soli- 
tary bed. Denise possessed him all the time. Even at that moment, 
only she existed for him. and while he was following the other 
woman in fear of some distressing scene, he was thinking that he 
would, all the same rather be there to protect her. 

First of all they went through the bedroom, which was silent and 
empty. Then Madame Desforges. pushing open a door, went into the 
dressing-room, into which Mouret followed her. It was a fairly spac- 
ious room, hung with red silk, furnished with a marble dressing- 
table and a three-door cupboard with broad looking-glasses on it. As 
the window looked over the courtyard, it was already dark there; and 
two gas jets had been lighted, their nickel-plated brackets extending 
on the right and left of the cupboard. 

‘Come now.’ said Henriette, ‘perhaps we shall get somewhere now. ’ 

On entering. Mouret had found Denise standing erect in the 
middle of the bright light. She was very pale, unpretentiously dressed 
in a cashmir jacket, and with a black hat on her head; and she was 
holding over one arm the coat which had been bought at the Bonheur. 
When she saw the young man her hands shook slightly. 

‘I want Monsieur to give his opinion.’ Henriette resumed. ‘Help 
me. Mademoiselle.’ 

Denise, drawing nearer, had to help her into the coat again. When 
she had tried it on the first time she had put pins in the shoulders, 
which did not sit properly. Henriette was turning round, studying 
herself in the looking-glass. 

‘It’s impossible, isn’t it? Be frank.’ 

‘Indeed, you’re right, it doesn’t fit,’ said Mouret in order to cut 
the matter short. ‘It’s quite simple. Mademoiselle will take your 
measurements and we will make you another one.’ 

No, I want this one, I need it immediately,’ she resumed hastily. 

‘Only it’s too tight across my chest; while it bags there, between the 
shoulders.’ 

Then in a hard voice, she said: 

‘Looking at me won’t make it fit any better. Mademoiselle! Come 
along now. think of something, find a way. It’s your job.’ 

Denise, without saying a word, began putting in pins once again. 
It took a long time: she had to go from one shoulder to the other* 
she even had to bend down, almost to kneel for a moment in order 
to pull down the front of the coat. Madame Desforges. standing over 
her and passively accepting all the trouble she was taking, had the 
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hard expression of a mistress difficult to please. Happy at having 
reduced the girl to this servant’s task, she was giving her curt orders 
watching Mouret’s face for the slightest pucker of emouon as she did 

SO f 

‘Put a pin here. No. no, not there, here, near the sleeve. Can’t 

you understand? No. not like that, there— it’s bagging again 

And be careful, do. now you’re pricking me!’ 

Twice more Mouret tried vainly to intervene m order to bring this 
scene to a close. His heart was pounding at his love’s humiUation; 
and deeply moved by the way Denise was remaining sUent. he loved 
her even more than he had before and was fiUed with tenderness for 
her The girl’s hand might still be trembling a little as a result of be- 
ing treated like that in his presence, but she was accepting the ex- 
igencies of her calling with the proud resignation of a brave girl. 
When Madame Desforges had understood that they were not going 
to sive tliemselves away, she tried other means, she had the id^ ot 
smUing at Mouret. of flaunting the fact that he was her lover. And so. 

as the pins had come to an end, she said: 

T say, darling, do look in the ivory box on the dressmg-table. . . . 
Really it’s empty? Be a dear and go and look on the mantlepiece in 
the bedroom, then: you know, in the corner, by the looking- 

^ She was showing that he was at home there, establishing him as a 
man who had slept there, who knew where the brushes and combs 
were kept. When he brought her a handful of pins she took them one 
by one. and forced him to remain standing close to her. looking at 
her, talking to her in a low voice. 

T’m not hunched-backed, am I? Put your hand there, feel my 

shoulders, just for fun! Ami built like that?’ , 

Slowly Denise had looked up. even paler than before, and m 
silence had gone on sticking the pins in again. Mouret could only see 
her thick fair hair twisted on the slender nape of her neck; but, from 
the tremor which was stirring it, he felt he could see the pain and 
mortification of her fac^. Now she would spurn him, she would send 
him back to that woman who did not even hide her liaison with him 
in front of strangers. And his hands itched to do something brutal, 
he could have beaten Henriette. How could he make her be quiet? 
How could he tell Denise that he adored her. that she alone existed 
for him at that moment, that he was sacrificing all his old loves of a 
day to her? A prostitute would not have taken the ambiguous liber- 
ties this lady was taking. He withdrew his hand and repeated. 
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•You are wrong to insist, Madame, since I myself consider that 
this garment is a misfit.’ 

One of the gas jets was hissing; and, in the stifling, moist air of the 
room nothing could be beared but this hot wheezing sound. The 
mirrors on the cupboard were reflecting broad patches of bright light 
on the red silk hangings, on which the shadows of the two women 
were dancing. A flask of verbena in which someone had forgotten to 

put back the stopper was giving off a vague, evasive smell of fading 
flowers. 

There, Madame, that s all I can do,’ said Denise at last, as she 
stood up. 

She felt at the end of her tether. Twice, as if blinded, her eyes dim. 
she had dug a pin deep into her hand. Was he in the plot? Had he 
made her come in order to revenge himself for her refusal, by show- 
ing that there were other women who loved him? This thought made 
her blood run cold, she could not even remember ever having had 
such need of courage, even during the terrible moments in her exis- 
tence when she had been starving. It was really nothing to be humil- 
iated like that, compared to seeing him practically in the arms of 
another woman as if she had not been there! 

Henriette was inspecting herself in front of the looking-glass. Once 
more, she broke into harsh phrases: 

‘It’s beyond a joke. Mademoiselle. It’s worse than it was be- 
fore. . . . Look how tight it is across the bosom. I look like a wet- 
nurse.’ 

At that Denise, her patience tried to breaking point, said some- 
thing unfortunate: 

‘Madame is rather plump We really can’t make Madame any 

slimmer.’ 

‘Plump, plump.’ repeated Henriette who. in her turn, was grow- 
ing pale. ‘Now you’re becoming insolent. Mademoiselle. Really 
I advise you not to pass personal remarks!’ 

Face to face, quivering, each was staring at the other. From that 
moment on both lady and shop-girl ccascd' to exist. They were no 
longer anything but women made equal by their rivalry. One of them 
had pulled the coat off violently and flung it on a chair; while the 
other was throwing the few pins which remained in her hand hap- 
hazard on to the dressing-table. 

‘What surprises me.’ Henriette went on. ‘is that Monsieur Mourct 
tolerates such insolence. ... I thought. Monsieur, that you were more 

particular about your staff.* 
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Denise had recovered her courageous composure. She replied 
scotlyi 

‘If Monsieur Mouret keeps me, it’s because he has nothing to re- 
proach me with. ... I am ready to apologize to you. if he insists on it. 

Mouret was listening, startled by this quarrel, unable to think ot 
a phrase to bring it to an end. He had a horror of such scenes be- 
tween women, the asperity of which offended his eternal desire that 
everything should be graceful. Henriette wanted to drag a word from 
him which would condemn the girl; and. as he remained silent, stilt 
hesitating, she egged him on with a final insult: 

‘It’s a fine state of affairs. Monsieur, if I have to put up with in- 
solence from your mistresses in ray own home! A trollop picked up 


from the gutter!’ u 

Two big tears welled from Denise’s eyes. She had been holding 

them back for a long time; but the whole of her being was smarUng 
from the insult. When he saw her weeping like that without answer- 
ing back, in silent and despairing dignity. Mouret no longer hesita- 
ted; his heart went out to her with immense tenderness. He took her 


hands and blurted out: ^ ^ 

‘Go away quickly, my dear, forget all about this house. 

Henriette, overwhelmed with amazement, choking with anger, was 

watching them. 

‘Wait,’ he continued, folding the coat up himself as he did so, 
‘take back this garment. Madame will buy another one somewhere 
else. . . . And don’t cry any more, I beg of you. You know what a 

high opinion I have of you.* ^ j i j 

He accompanied her as far as the door, which he afterwards closed 
again. She had not said a word; only, a pink flush had risen to her 
cheeks, while her eyes became moist with fresh tears, this time of 

delicious sweetness. 

Henriette, choking, had taken out herhandkerchief and was crush- 
ing it to her lips. All her plans had been reversed, she herself was 
caught in the trap she had laid. She was distraught at having gone too 
far. tortured by jealousy. To be left for a creature like that! Her pride 


was suffering more than her love. 

‘So that’s the girl you love?’ she said painfully when they were 


alone. . 

Mouret did not reply at once, he was walking up and dovm trom 

the window to the door, trying to conquer his violent emotion. At 

last he stood still and, very politely, in a voice which he was trying 

to make cold, he said simply: 


304 



‘Yes, Madame/ 

The gas jet was hissing in the stifling atmosphere of the dressing- 
room. Dancing shadows were now no longer passing across the re- 
flections in the looking-glasses, the room seemed bare and liad sub- 
sided into a sadness which was oppressive. Suddenly Henriette gave 
way to despair. She flung herself into a chair, twisting her handker- 
chief between her feverish fingers and rej)eating between her sobs: 

‘Oh God! How wretched I am!’ 

Motionless he looked at her for a few seconds. Then he calmly 
went away. She, left alone, was weeping amidst silence, with the pins 
strewn over the dressing-table and floor in front of her. 

When Mouret went back into the small drawing-room, he found 
no-one there but Vallagnosc, for the Baron had gone back to the ladies. 
As he was still feeling very shaken, he sat down at the end of the 
room on a sofa; and his friend, seeing how shattered he was. charit- 
ably came and planted himself in front of him so a« hide him from 
prying glances. At first they looked at each other without exchanging 
a word. Then Vallagnosc. who seemed inwardly amused by Mouret’s 
agitation, finally asked in his bantering voice: 

‘Having a good time?’ 

Mouret did not seem to understand at first. But. when he had re- 
membered their conversations in the past about the empty stupidity 
and the pointless torture of life, he replied: 

‘Certainly. I’ve never lived to such an extent. . . . Ah! Don’t make 
fun of it. old fellow, these moments when one is killed by suffering 
are the briefest ones of all!’ 

He lowered his voice and, with tears in his eyes which he had not 
properly wiped away, he went on gaily: 

‘Yes, you know all about it. don’t you? They’ve just been mang- 
ling my heart, the two of them. But it’s still all right, you know, the 
wounds they make are almost as good as caresses. . . . I’m crushed. 
I’m at the end of my tether; it doesn’t matter, you’d never believe 
how much I love life! Oh! I’ll get her in the end. that little thing 
who’ll have none of me. . . .* 

Vallagnosc said simply: 

‘And then?’ 

‘Then? Why, I’ll have her! Isn’t that enough? If you think you’re 
clever just b^use you refuse to be silly and to suffer! You’re just 
gullible, that’s all! You just try wanting a woman and getting her in 
the end; in one minute that makes up for all the unhappiness.’ 

But Vallagnosc was making much of his pessimism, What was the 
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good of working so hard, since money could not buy everything? If 
it had been him, on the day when he realized that when one had 
millions one could not even buy the woman one desired he would 
have shut up shop and stretched himself out full length on his back 
without lifting a Uttle finger any more. Listening to him, Mouret be- 
came serious. Then, he retorted violently, for he believed in the 
omnipotence of his will. 

T want her, and Til get her! And if she escapes me, you’ll see what 
machinery I’ll build up to cure myself. All the same, it’ll be superb! 
You don’t understand this language, old fellow: otherwise you’d 
know that action contains its own reward. Acting, creating, fighting 
against facts, overcoming them or being overcome by them — the 
whole of human health and happiness is made up of that!’ 

‘It’s an easy way of drowning one’s sorrow,’ murmured the other. 

‘Well, I’d rather drown my sorrow. ... If one’s got to die any way 
I’d rather die of passion than die of boredom!’ 

They both laughed, it reminded them of their old arguments at 
school. Then Vallagnosc, in a lifeless voice, went on to say how plati- 
tudinous everything was, taking a certain pleasure in doing so. The 
stagnancy and negativeness of his existence were almost a subject of 
boasting for him. Yes, the next day he would be bored at the minis- 
try. as he had been bored the day before; in three years his salary 
had gone up by six hundred francs, he was now getting three thou- 
sand six hundred, not enough even to smoke decent cigarettes on; it 
was getting more and more idiotic, and if he didn’t kill himself it was 
simply from laziness, to save himself the trouble. When Mouret 
mentioned his marriage with Mademoiselle de Boves, he replied that, 
in spite of his aunt’s determination not to die, it was going to come 
off all the same; at any rate, so he thought, the parents were agreed to 
it, and he pretended not to have any will of his own. Why want some- 
thing or not want it, as things never turned out as one desires? He 
quoted as an example his future father-in-law, who thought he had 
found in Madame Guibal an indolent blonde, the caprice of an hour, 
and who instead was driven along at the point of the whip by the 
lady, like an old horse on which one uses up the last remnants of 
strength. While people thought he was busy inspecting the stud- 
farms at Saint-Lfi, she was finishing devouring him in a little house 
which he had rented at Versailles. 

‘He’s happier than you are,’ said Mouret, getting up. 

‘Oh! Certainly he is!’ declared Vallagnosc. ‘Perhaps it’s only do- 
ing wrong that’s rather fun.’ 
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Mouret had recovered. He was longing to escape, but did not wish 
his departure to look like flight. Therefore, resolved to have a cup 
of tea, he and his friend went back into the large drawing-room, 
both of them joking as they did so. Baron Hartmann asked him if 
the coat was all right now; and without turning a hair Mouret replied 
that so far as he was concerned, he had given it up as a bad job. At 
that, there were exclamations. While Madame Marty was hastening 
to pour out for him, Madame de Boves was accusing the shops of 
always having clothes that were too tight. In the end he was able to 
sit down beside Bouthemont, who was still there. They were soon 
forgotten by the ladies; in reply to the anxious questions of Bouthe- 
mont, who wanted to know his fate, he did not wait till they were 
outside in the street, but informed him at once that the gentlemen on 
the board had decided to dispense with his services. Between each 
sentence he took a sip of tea, protesting how sorry he was as he did 
so. Oh! There had been a quarrel from which he had scarcely re- 
covered, for he had left the room beside himself with rage. Only, what 
could he do? He couldn’t break with those gentlemen just over a 
question of staff, Bouthemont, very pale, was even obliged to thank 
him, 

‘What a terrible coat it must be.’ pointed out Madame Marty. 
‘Henriette is still at it.’ 

Indeed, her prolonged absence was beginning to make everyone 
feel embarrass^. But, at that very moment, Madame Desforges re- 
appeared. 

‘You’re giving it up as a bad job loo?’ exclaimed Madame de 
Boves gaily. 

‘How so?’ 

Henriette displayed the greatest surprise. 

‘Yes, Monsieur Mouret told us that you couldn’t do anything with 
it.’ 

‘Monsieur Mouret was joking. The coat will be perfectly all right.’ 

She seemed very calm, all smiles. Doubtless she had bathed her 
eyelids, for they were quite fresh, without a trace of redness. Although 
the whole of her being was still quivering and bleeding, she found the 
strength to hide her torment beneath the mask of her society charm. 
When she offered some sandwiches to Vallagnosc, she did so with 
her customary laugh. Only the Baron, who knew her well, noticed 
the slight contraction of her lips and the melancholy fire which she 
had not been able to extinguish in the depths of her eyes. He could 
picture the whole scene. 
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‘My goodness! Everyone to his own taste,’ Madame de Boves was 
saying, as she too accepted a sandwich. ‘I know women who wouldn’t 
even buy a ribbon anywhere but at the Louvre. Others swear only by 
the Bon March6. ... No doubt it’s a question of temperament.’ 

‘The Bon March6 is frightfully provincial,* murmured Madame 
Marty, ‘and one gets so jostled at the Louvre!’ 

The ladies had reverted to the subject of the big stores. Mouret 
had to give his opinion, he came back in their midst, pretending to be 
impartial. What an excellent shop the Bon Marchd was, reliable and 
respectable; but the Louvre was certainly frequented by smarter 
people. 

‘In fact, you prefer the Bonheur des Dames,’ said the Baron, smil- 
ing. 

‘Yes.’ Mouret replied calmly, ‘in our shop, we like the customers.’ 

All the women present were of his opinion. That was what it really 
was. at the Bonheur it was as if they were at a gay, intimate party; 
when there, they felt they were ceaselessly courted with flattery and 
showered with adoration which captivated even the most virtuous. 
The shop’s enormous success came from the seductive way it paid 
court to them. 

‘By the way,’ asked Henriette. wishing to appear very detached, 
‘what about my prot6g6e, what are you doing with her. Monsieur 
Mouret? You know. Mademoiselle de Fontenailles.’ 

And. turning towards Madame Marty, she said: 

‘A marchioness, my dear, a poor girl who’s found herself in re- 
duced circumstances.’ 

‘Why,’ said Mouret, ‘she earns her three francs a day sewing pat- 
tern books together, and I think I’m going to marry her off to one 
of my porters.’ 

‘For shame! What a horrible idea!’ exclaimed Madame de Boves. 

He looked at her. then went on in his calm voice: 

‘What’s so horrible about it. Madame? Isn’t it better for her to 
marry a decent lad. a hard worker, rather than run the risk of being 
picked up by idlers in the street?’ 

Vallagnosc jokingly tried to interrupt. 

‘Don’t encourage him, Madame. He’ll tell you that all the old 
families of France should start selling calico.’ 

‘But,’ Mouret declared, ‘for many erf them it would at least be an 
honourable end.’ 

In the end they all laughed, the paradox seemed really too out- 
rageous. He. however, went on extolling what he called the aristoc- 
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racy of labour. A slight blush had tinged the cheeks of Madame de 
Boves, who was maddened by her straitened circumstances which re- 
duced her to having to resort to dubious shifts; whereas Madame 
Marty, on the contrary, seized with remorse at the thought of her 
poor husband, was full of approval. Just then the servant announced 
the teacher, who had come to fetch her. In his thin and shiny frock 
coat he looked gaunter than ever, even more dried up by his hard 
work. When he had thanked Madame Desforges for having men- 
tioned him to the Minister, he cast at Mouret the apprehensive glance 
of a man faced with the disease of which he will die. He was sur- 
prised to hear the latter addressing him: 

‘Isn't it so. Monsieur, that work can achieve everything?’ 

His whole body gave a shudder as he replied: 

‘Work and economy, you must add economy. Monsieur.’ 

Bouthemont. meanwhile had remained motionless in his armchair. 
Mouret’s words were still ringing in his cars. Finally he got up. and 
went to tell Henriette in an undertone: 

‘You know he’s given me notice, oh! in a very nice way . . . but 
ril be damned if he won’t regret it! I’ve just thought of a name for 
my shop: Aux Quairc Saisons, and I’ll lake up my position near the 
Op6ra!’ 

She looked at him and her eyes darkened. 

‘Count on me. I’m with you. . . . Wait a moment.’ 

She drew Baron Hartmann into a window-recess. Without further 
ado, she commended Bouthemont to liim, presenting him as a bright 
young fellow who, in his turn, was going to revolutionize Paris by 
setting up in business on his own. When she spoke of an investment 
of capital for her new prot6g6. the Baron, although he was no longer 
surprised at anything, could not refrain from a gesture of dismay. 
This was the fourth young man of genius she was putting under his 
wing and he was beginning to feci ridiculous. He did not refuse out- 
right. the idea of creating competition to the Bonheur des Dames 
quite appealed to him. even; for he had already, in banking, had the 
idea of thus creiUing competition to himself in order to discourage 
other people from doing so. Besides, the affair amused him. He 
promised to go into it. 

‘We must talk about it this evening,’ Henriette came back to whis- 
per in Boulhemont’s car. ‘At about nine o’clock, don’t forget. 

The Baron is on our side.’ 

At that moment the vast room was filled with voices. Mouret. still 
standing in the midst of ladies, had regained his composure; he 
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was gaily defending himself for ruining them with frills and fur- 
belows, offering to demonstrate with figures that he was making 
them save thirty per cent on all their purchases. Baron Hartmann 
was looking at him, once more overcome with the fraternal admira- 
tion of one who had himself frequented night haunts in the past. Well, 
so the duel was over, Henriette was overthrown, she would certainly 
not be the woman who must come to avenge the others. And he 
seemed to see once more the unostentatious profile of the girl he 
had glimpsed when passing through the hall. There she was, patiently 
waiting, and in her gentleness she was the only one who was formid- 
able. 
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XII 


On September 25th work was started on the new fa^dc of the Bon- 
heur des Dames. True to his promise, Baron Hartmann had carried 
the day at the last general meeting of the Credit Immobilier. Mouret 
was at last within reach of realizing his dream: this frontage, which 
was going to spread all along the Rue du Dix-D6cembre. seemed 
the very blossoming of his fortune. Therefore he wanted to celebrate 
the laying of the foundation stone. He made a ceremony out of it, 
distributed bonuses to his salesmen, and gave them game and cham- 
pagne for dinner. People noticed his happy mood on the building 
site, and his victorious gesture as he cemented the stone with a stroke 
of the trowel. For weeks he had been worried, troubled by nervous 
anxiety which he did not always succeed in hiding; this triumph of 
his brought a respite to his unhappiness, and took his mind off it. 
All that afternoon he seemed to have reverted to the gayness of a 
man in good fettle. But. from dinner onwards, when he went through 
the dining-room in order to drink a glass of champagne with his staff, 
he once more looked feverish, he was smiling painfully and his fea- 
tures were drawn with the sickness which was gnawing at him and 
which he would not acknowledge. He had had a relapse. 

Next day, in the mantle department, Clara Prunaire did her best 
to be disagreeable to Denise. She had noticed Colomban’s bashful 
love for her, and had taken it into her head to poke fun at the 
Baudus. She said in a loud voice to Marguerite, who was sharpening 
her pencil while waiting for customers: 

‘You know my sweetheart opi^osite. ... In the end I feel quite dis- 
tressed about him, in that dark shop which no one ever goes into.* 

‘He’s not so badly off really,* Marguerite replied. ‘He’s supposed 
to marry his employer’s daughter.’ 

‘Really?’ Clara went on. ‘Then what fun it would be to steal him! 
ri! do it for a joke, honestly I will!’ 

She went on in that strain, delighted to feel that Denise was 
shocked. The latter forgave her immediately, but the thought of her 
dying cousin Genevieve being finished off by cruelty of that sort 
made her beside herself with rage. Just then a customer appeared, 
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and as Madame Aur^lie had gone down to the basement, Denise 
took charge of the department and summoned Clara. 

‘Mademoiselle Prunaire, you’d do better to see to this lady, rather 
than chatting.’ 

‘I wasn’t chatting.’ 

‘Please be quiet and see to Madame immediately.’ 

Clara gave in. beaten. When Denise showed her strength like that, 
without raising her voice, no one could stand up to her. By her very 
gentleness she had won absolute authority for herself. For a moment 
she walked in silence in the midst of the girls, who had become 
straight-faced. Marguerite had gone back to sharpening her pencil, 
the lead of which kept on breaking. She alone still approved of the 
assistant buyer not giving way to Mouret and, without owning up to 
the child she had had by mistake, she would nevertheless toss her 
head and declare that if people had any idea of the trouble caused 
by a piece of folly of that sort, they would rather behave them- 
selves. 

‘Are you losing your temper?’ said a voice behind Denise. 

It was Pauline, who was passing through the department. She had 
witnessed the scene, and was talking in a low voice, smiling as she 
did so. 

‘I really have to,’ Denise replied in the same way. ‘I can’t manage 
my youngsters otherwise.’ 

The girl from the lingerie department shrugged her shoulders. 

‘Go on with you. you’ll be the queen of us all whenever you want 
to be.’ 

She still could not understand her friend’s refusal. At the end of 
August she had married Baug6, a really silly thing to do. as she her- 
self was wont to say gaily. The terrifying Bourdoncle now treated her 
as if she was a dud, a woman lost to business. Her dread was that one 
fine day they would be sent away to love each other outside, for the 
gentlemen on the board decreed that love was deplorable, and fatal 
to sales. Things had reached such a pitch that when she met Baug6 
in one of the galleries she would pretend not to know him. She had 
just had an alarm, old Jouve had nearly caught her talking to her 
husband behind a pile of dusters. 

‘Look! He's followed me,’ she added, after having quickly des- 
cribed the incident to Denise. ‘Just look at him smelling me out with 
his big nose!’ 

Jouve, very spick and span in his white tie, and his nose on the 
scent of some crime or other was, in fact, just coming out of the lace 
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department. But when he caught sight of Denise, he preened himself 
and went by with a kindly air. 

‘Saved!’ murmured Pauline. ‘My dear, it’s you who made him 
keep his mouth shut ... I say, if I got into trouble, w'ould you pul 
a word in for me? Yes. yes. don’t put on that astonished look, every- 
one knows that a word from you could revolutionize the shop.’ 

She hurried back to her department. Denise had blushed, upset 
by these friendly insinuations. It was true, what was more. The flat- 
tery with which she w'as surrounded gave her some vague idea of her 
power. When Madame Aur6Iie came upstairs again and found the 
department peaceful and busy under the assistant buyer’s supervis- 
ion. she gave her a friendly smile. The buyer was even dropping 
Mouret himself, every day her friendliness was increasing towards 
the person who could, one fine day. aspire to her job of buyer. The 
reign of Denise was beginning. 

Bourdoncle alone was not disarmed. The secret war wliich he was 
continuing to wage against the girl was based first and foremost on a 
natural antipathy. He detested her for her gentleness and charm. He 
fought her, too. as a baneful influence which would endanger the 
shop on the day when Mouret should succumb. It seemed to him 
that his master’s business faculties must founder in the midst of 
such idiotic love: what had been won through women would be lost 
through that woman. All women left him cold, he treated them with 
the disdain of a frigid man whose profession it was to live on them, 
and who, seeing them unmercifully stripped by his trade, had lost his 
last illusions. Instead of intoxicating him. the odour of seventy 
thousand female cu.slomers gave him unbearable sick headaches: as 
soon as he got home, he would beat his mistre.sses. And what wor- 
ried him above all about this little sales-girl. who had little by little 
become so formidable, was the fact that he did not at all believe that 
she was disinterested, nor did he believe in the sincerity of her re- 
fusals. So far as he was concerned, she was playing a part, an ex- 
tremely artful part, what is more; for. if she had succumbed on the 
first day, Mouret would doubtless have forgotten her on the next; 
whereas, by refusing she had whetted his desire, she was driving him 
mad. making him capable of all kinds of folly. A profligate, a prosti- 
tute steeped in vice, would have acted no differently to this innocent 
girl. Therefore Bourdoncle had only to see her with her clear eyes, her 
gentle face and all her simple ways, to be seized now with real fear, 
as if faced by a vampire in disguise, the dark enigma of woman 
death di.sguiscd as a virgin. How could he foil the tactics of this spur- 
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ious ingenue^ He no longer thought of anything except how to see 
through her stratagems, in the hope of unmasking them publicly; she 
was sure to make some mistake, he would catch her with one of her 
lovers, and she would be turned out again, the shop would at last re- 
sume its smooth running of a well-made machine. 

‘Keep on the look-out. Monsieur Jouve,’ Bourdoncle would re- 
peat to the inspector. ‘I’ll reward you personally.* 

But Jouve went about it with a certain amount of indolence, for he 
knew something about women, and was contemplating putting him- 
self on the side of the child who might become the sovereign mistress 
of to-morrow. Even if he no longer dared touch her. he considered 
her infernally pretty. In the past a colonel of his had killed himself 
for a kid like that with a vacuous face, refined and modest, a single 
glance from whom could play havoc with hearts. 

‘I’m on the look-out. I’m on the look-out,’ he would reply. ‘But 
I can’t discover a thing, word of honour!’ 

Yet, there were stories going the rounds; beneath the flattery and 
respect which Denise could feel rising around her there was an un- 
dercurrent of foul gossip. By now the whole shop was recounting 
iiow in the past Hutin had b^n her lover; no one dared assert that 
the liaison still continued, but they were suspected of seeing each 
other from time to time. And Deloche was living with her, too: they 
were always meeting each other in dark corners, they used to chat 
together for hours. It was a real scandal! 

‘Well, you’ve got nothing on the buyer in the silk department, no- 
thing on the young man in the lace department?’ Bourdoncle would 
repeat. 

‘No, Monsieur, nothing so far,’ the inspector would aver. 

It was. above all, with Deloche that Bourdoncle reckoned on 
catching out Denise. One morning he himself had caught sight of 
them laughing together in the basement. In the meantime, he treaty 
the girl as one power treats another, for he no longer turned up his 
nose at her. he sensed that she was sufficiently powerful to overthrow 
him himself, in spite of his ten years* service, if he should lose the 
game. 

*I commend the young man in the lace department to your atten- 
tion,’ he would conclude each time. ‘They’re always together. If you 
catch them, call me, and I’ll deal with the rest.’ 

Mouret, meanwhile, was living in agonies. How could that child 
torture him to such an extent? All the time he could picture her 
again, arriving at the Bonheur with her clumping shoes, her skimpy 
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dress, and her retiring air. She had fumbled for her words, everyone 
had laughed at her, he himself had thought her ugly at first. Ugly! 
And now with a glance she could have made him go down on his 
knees, he could only see her surrounded with radiance! Then she had 
been the lowest of the low in the shop, rebuffed, teased, treated by 
him like a strange animal. For months he had wanted to see how a 
girl develops, he had amused himself with this experiment, without 
understanding that in so doing he was staking his heart. Little by 
little she had been growing, becoming formidable. Perhaps he had 
loved her frorn the very first minute, even at the time when he thought 
he felt only pity. Yet it had only been on the evening of their walk 
beneath the chestnut trees in the Tuileries that he had fell he be- 
longed to her. His life had started from that moment; he could hear 
the laughter of a group of little girls, the distant trickle of a fountain, 
while she walked close beside him through the sultry shade in silence! 
From then on he had been at a complete loss, his fever had increased 
from hour to hour, his very life-blood, the whole of his being was in- 
volved. A child like that— could it be true? Nowadays when she 
passed by the slight wind from her dress seemed to liim so strong 
that it made him reel. 


For a long Umc he had rebelled against it. and sometimes still it 
would make his blood boil, he wanted to break free from this idiotic 
obsession. What was there about her. after all. to enslave him like 
that? Had he not .seen her in clogs? Had she not been taken on al- 
most out of chanty? If. at least, it had been a question of one of 
those superb creatures who draw the crowd! But that little girl that 
little nobody! She had. in short, one of those shecp-Iike faces about 
which there is nothing to be said. She probably was not even very 
quick in the uptake, for he could remember what a bad start she had 
made as a sales-girl. Then, after each bout of anger, he would revert 
to his former passion, as if filled with holy terror at having insulted 
his idol. She supplied all the good to be found in women — courage 
gaiety, simplicity; and her gentleness exuded a charm with the pene- 
trating subtlety of perfume. One could ignore her. jostle her as if she 
was just anyone: but soon the charm would begin to take effect with 
a for^ which was slow but invincible: if she deigned to smile, one 
was hers for life. Then the whole of her pale face— her periwinkle 
eyes, her cheeks and her chin pitted with dimples— would smile- 
while her heavy fair hair seemed to light up too, with a regal, all^nl 
quering beamy. He would confess himself vanquished, she was as in- 
telligent as she was beautiful, her intelligence came from all that was 
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best in her. Whereas the other sales-girls in his shop had only a 
smattering of education, the peeling varnish of girls who have come 
down in the world, she, without any false smartness retained the 
charm and savour of her origins. Behind her forehead, the pure lines 
of which gave proof of will-power and love of order, extremely lib- 
eral commercial ideas were being born of experience. He was ready 
to implore her on bended knee to forgive him for blaspheming in his 
moments of rebellion. 

But why did she refuse with such obstinacy to yield? Twenty times 
had he implored her. increasing his offers, offering money, a great 
deal of money. Then, he had told himself that she must be very am- 
bitious, and had promised to make her buyer as soon as a depart- 
ment should be vacant. Yet she refused, she still refused! It was an 
amazement to him. a struggle which maddened his desire. The whole 
thing seemed impossible to him, the girl must capitulate in the end, 
for he had always considered a woman’s virtue as a relative thing. 
He could no longer see any other objective, everything else dis- 
appeared in the sole desire to get her in his own house at last, to take 
her on his knee, kissing her on the lips: and, at this vision the blood 
would throb in his veins, and he would remain trembling, bowled 
over in his powerlessness. 

From then on his days passed in the same painful obsession. The 
picture of Denise got up with him in the morning. He had dreamed 
of her during the night, she followed him to the big desk in his office 
where, from nine till ten, he signed bills and money orders— a task 
which he performed mechanically, without ceasing to feel that she 
was there, still saying no in her unruffled way. Then at ten o’clock 
there was the board meeting, a real cabinet meeting, at which the 
twelve people with a financial interest in the shop met. and at which 
he had to preside: questions of internal organization were discussed, 
purchases were inspected, displays were decided on; and she was still 
there, he could hear her gentle voice amidst the figures, he could see 
her limpid smile through the most complicated financial discussions. 
After the board meeting she accompanied him. she made the daily 
inspection of the departments with him. and in the afternoon she 
came back with him to the manager’s office and remained near his 
chair from two to four, when he saw a whole crowd of people- 
manufacturers from all over France, big business men. bankers, in- 
ventors: there was a continuous coming and going of money a^d 
brains, a crazy dance of millions of francs, rapid interview’s at which 
the biggest deals on the Paris market were hatched. If he forgot her 
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for a minute while deciding on the ruin or the prosperity of an indus- 
try, a twinge in his heart would remind him that she was still stand- 
ing there, his voice would die away, he would ask himself what was 
the good of handling such a fortune if she would not yield. Finally, 
when five o’clock struck, he had to sign the mail, his hand once more 
began to work mechanically, while she would rise up more domina- 
ting than ever, taking him over completely in order that she alone 
might possess him during the solitary, passionate hours of the night. 
And the following day. the same programme would begin all over 
again, another of those days which were so busy, so full of immense 
labour, and which the mere slender shadow of a girl could sear with 
anguish. 

But it was during his daily tour of inspection of the shop that he 
fell his misery most. To have built that gigantic machine, to reign 
over so many people, and to be in agonies of suffering because a little 
girl would have none of him! He despised himself, he was dogged by 
the fever and shame of his malady. On some days a disgust for his 
power would seize him, going from one end of the galleries to the 
other he felt nothing but nausea. At other times he would have liked 
to extend his empire, to make it so huge that she might perliaps 
capitulate from admiration and fear. 

First of all. down.stairs in the basement, he would stop by the 
chute. It was still in the Rue Neuve-Sainl-Augustin; but it had had 
to be enlarged, it was now a river-bed through which a continual 
flow of goods rolled with the loud voice of a flood tide; there were 
deliveries from every part of the world, queues of wagons from all 
the stations ceaselessly unloading a stream of packing-cases and bales 
which, flowing under ground, were being drunk up by the insatiable 
shop. He watched this torrent falling into his shop, he reflected that 
he was one of the masters of public wealth, that he held the future of 
the French textile industry in his hands, and yet he could not buy a 
kiss from one of his salcs-girls. 

Then he moved on to tfie receiving department, which now occu- 
pied that part of the basement which ran along the Rue Monsigny. In 
the pale light from the ventilators twenty tables were laid out; a whole 
tribe of assistants was hustling about there, emptying the packing- 
cases, checking the goods, marking the prices on them, the roar of 
the nearby chute could be heard without respite, rising above the 
voices. Section-managers would slop him, he had to clear up diffi- 
culties, confirm orders. The depths of the cellar were filling up wiili 
the delicate radiance of satins and the whiteness of linen, with a 
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stupendous unpacking in which furs were mixed with lace, and fancy 
goods with oriental door-curtains. Slowly he walked through these 
riches, strewn in disorder, piled up in their raw state. They would go 
upstairs and take fire from the displays, they would let a rush of 
money loose through the departments, no sooner were they taken up- 
stairs than they were carried away in the mad flow of selling which 
swept through the shop. And he was thinking how he had offered the 
girl silks by the handful, velvets, whatever she wanted to take from 
those enormous heaps, and how she had refused with a little sign of 
her fair head. 

Next he would go as usual to the other end of the basement in or- 
der to have a look at the dispatch department. Endless corridors 
stretched out, lit by gas; to the right and left the stock-rooms, shut 
off by screens, were dozing in the darkness like subterranean shops, 
a whole commercial district of shops selling haberdashery, under- 
wear. gloves and knick-knacks. Further on there was one of the three 
heating installations; further on still a firemen’s post was guarding 
the central gasometer, enclosed in its metal cage. In the dispatch de- 
partment he found the sorting tables already littered with loads of 
parcels, band-boxes and cardboard boxes, which were continually 
being brought down in baskets; and Campion, the head of the depart- 
ment, told him about the work in hand, while the twenty men under 
his command were distributing the parcels in compartments each 
bearing the name of one of the districts of Paris, from which porters 
subsequently took them up to the vehicles drawn up all along the 
pavement. People were calling out. names of streets were bandied 
about, instructions were shouted, there was all the din and excite- 
ment of a steamer about to weigh anchor. He remained there for a 
moment, motionless, watching the goods, on which he had just seen 
the shop gorging itself at the opposite end of the basement, being 
disgorged in front of him: the enormous stream came to an end there 
and went out from there into the street, after having lined the tills 
with gold. His eyes were becoming blurred, this colossal dispatch of 
goods no longer had any importance, he was left with nothing but 
the idea of travelling, the idea of going away to far countries, of 
abandoning everything if she persisted in saying no. 

Then he went upstairs again and continued his rounds, talking and 
getting more and more excited without being able to take his mind 
off his troubles. On the second floor he inspected the fonvarding de- 
partments, picking quarrels and secretly getting exasperated by the 
perfect running of the machine which he had himself regulated. This 
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was the defarlment which from day to day was acquiring the greatest 
importance: by now it needed a staff of two hundred employees, of 
which some were opening, reading and sorting letters from the prov- 
inces and from abroad, while others were assembling in bins the 
goods required by the people who had sent the letters. The number 
of letters was increasing to such an extent that they were no longer 
counted; they were weighed, and up to a hundred pounds of them 
arrived a day. Mouret was going feverishly through the rooms occu- 
pied by the department, questioning Levasseur, wlio was in charge, 
about the weight of the mail: eighty pounds, ninety pounds, some- 
times a hundred on Mondays. The figure was still rising, he should 
have been delighted. But he stood shuddering in the din which a 
nearby team of packers was making, nailing up packing-cases. He 
was tramping the shop in vain: his obsession was still staring him in 
the face, and as his power was unfolded before him, as the mechan- 
ism of the departments and the army of his staff processed past him. 
he felt the indignity of his powerlessness even more deeply. Orders 
from the whole of Europe were flowing in, a special mail van was 
necessary to bring all the letters; and she said no. she still said no. 

He went downstairs again, he inspected the main counting-house, 
where four cashiers were guarding the two giant safes, through which, 
in the preceding year, eighty-eight million francs had passed. He 
glanced at the oflicc where the invoices were checked, which kept 
twenty-five specially picked, reliable employees busy. He went into 
the staff accounts office, a department consisting of thirty-five young 
men, beginners at accountancy, who had to check the debit notes and 
calculate the salesmen’s percentages. He came back to the main 
counting-house, grew irritated at the sight of the safes, as he walked 
amidst those millions, the uselessness of which was driving him mad. 
She still said no, always no. 

Always no, in every department, in the sales galleries, throughout 
the shop! He would go from the silks to the drapery, from the house- 
hold linens to the lace; he went upstairs, he would stop on the sus- 
pension bridges, prolonging his inspection with a maniacal and pain- 
ful attention to minute detail. The shop had grown beyond measure, 
he had created department after department, he governed this new 
domain and was busy extending his empire to some fresh industry, 
the last to be conquered; and yet it was no, still no. Nowadays his 
staff would have peopled a small town: there were fifteen hundred 
salesmen, a thousand other employees of every kind, including forty 
shopwalkers and seventy cashiers; the kitchens alone kept thirty- 
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six men busy. There were ten assistants for publicity, three hundred 
and fifty porters wearing livery, twenty-four resident firemen. And, 
in the stables, truly regal stables opposite the shop in the Rue Mon- 
signy, there were a hundred and forty-five horses, magnificent teams 
which had already made a name. The four original vehicles which 
had so agitated the tradesmen of the district in the past, when the 
shop still only occupied one corner of the Place Gaillon, had gradu- 
ally increased in number to sixty-tv/o: there were small hand-carts, 
one-horse cabs, heavy wagons drawn by two horses. They were 
ploughing through Paris continually, bearing the gold and purple 
emblem of the Bonheur des Dames on their sides, and decorously 
driven by coachmen dressed in black. They would even go outside 
the city walls, they visited the suburbs; they were met with in the 
empty by-ways of Bicetre. all along the banks of the Marne, even be- 
neath the shady trees of the forest of Saint-Germain: sometimes, from 
the depths of some sunny avenue miles from anywhere, in the midst 
of silence, one would suddenly see one of them loom into sight, pas- 
sing by with its superb animals at the trot, flinging the violent adver- 
tisement of its varnished panels over the mysterious peace of noble 
nature. He dreamed of sending them even fiirtlier afield into adjac- 
ent counties, he would have liked to hear them rattling over all the 
roads of France, from one frontier to the other. But he no longer 
even went to visit his horses, which he adored. What was the good of 
conquering the world like that, since it was no, still no? 

Nowadays in the evening, when he reached Lhomme’s cash-desk 
he would still from habit look at the figure of the takings, written on 
a card which the ca.shier stuck on an iron spike at his side; rarely did 
the figure fall below' a hundred thousand francs, sometimes it rose to 
eight or nine hundred thousand on days when there were special dis- 
plays: but this figure no longer rang in his ears like a trumpet call, 
he would regret having looked at it. it left him w'ith a feeling of bit- 
terness. of hatred and contempt for money. 

But Mourei’s sufferings were to become even more acute. He be- 
came jealous. One morning, in the study before the board meeting, 
Bourdoncle ventured to hint to him that that slip of a girl in the 
mantle department was making a fool of him. 

'What d’you mean?’ he asked, very pale. 

‘Wiiy, yes! She has io\ers right here in the shop.’ 

Mouret had the strength to smile. 

'I don’t think about her any more, old chap. You can go ahead 
and talk about it. . . . Who are they, then, her lovers?’ 
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‘Hutin, so they assure me, and also a salesman in the lace depart- 
ment. Deloche, that big, stupid lad. ... I can’t vouch for it, I haven’t 
seen them. Only, apparently it’s as plain as a pikestaff!’ 

There was a silence. Mouret pretended to arrange the papers on 
his desk so as to hide the trembling of his hands. Finally, without 
looking up, he said: 

‘One must have proof, try and get me some proof. ... Oh! So far 
as I'm concerned, as I told you. 1 don’t care a damn, in the end she 
got on my nerves. But we can’t allow things like that in the shop.’ 

Bourdoncle simply replied: 

’Don’t worry, you'll have proof one of these days. I'm on the 
look-out.’ 

After that Mouret finally lost the remnants of his peace of mind. 
He no longer had the courage to bring this conversation up again, 
and he lived in continuous exj>ectation of a catastrophe which would 
shatter his heart. And his anguish made him terrifying, the whole 
shop trembled. He now scorned to hide behind Bourdoncle and. 
having a febrile urge to be spiteful, he would carry out executions 
himself, and relieve his feelings by abusing his power — that pow’er 
which could do nothing to satisfy his only desire. Each time he made 
a lour of inspection it developed into a massacre, no sooner did he 
appear than a shudder of panic spread from counter to counter. It 
was just at the beginning of the winter slack season, and he made a 
clean sweep of the departments, piling up victims and pushing them 
all out into the street. His first thought had been to get rid of Hutin 
and Deloche: then he had reflected that if he did not keep them he 
would never discover anything; and so others suffered in their stead, 
the whole staff was threatened. In the evening, when he was alone 
again his eyes would fill with tears. 

One day, in particular, terror reigned. A shopwalker thought he 
had seen Mignot. the glover, stealing. There were always girls of 
dubious aspect prowling around his counter, and one of them had 
just been arrested, her hips festooned and her bosom stuffed with 
sixty pairs of gloves. From then on watch w'as kept, and the shop- 
walker wught Mignot red-handed, facilitating the sleight of hand of 
a big fair girl, a former sales-glrl at the Louvre who had ended up 
on the street. The tactics w'cre simple: he would pretend to be trying 
gloves on her, wailing until she had loaded herself up. and w'ould 
then conduct her to a cash-desk w'hcrc she would pay for one pair of 
gloves. It so happened that Mouret was there w'hen this happened. 
Usually he preferred not to become involved in incidents of this kind. 
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which were frequent; for, although it ran like a well-oiled machine, 
great disorder did reign in certain detriments of the Bonheur des 
Dames, and not a week passed without an employee being dismissed 
for stealing. Even the management preferred to surround these thefts 
with the maximum possible silence, they considered it pointless to 
call in the police, for by so doing they would have been exposing one 
of the fatal weaknesses of big stores. Only, on that particular day, 
Mouret had an urge to lose his temper, and he dealt violently with 
handsome Mignot who, his face pale and drawn, was trembling with 
fright. 

‘I ought to call a policeman,’ Mouret was shouting, surrounded by 
the other salesmen. ‘Answer me! Who is this woman? I swear I’ll 
send for the police if you don't tell me the truth.* 

The woman had been led away, two sales-girls were undressing 

her. Mignot stammered: 

‘Monsieur, I’ve never seen her apart from this. . . . It’s she who 
came ’ 

‘Don’t you dare lie to me!’ Mouret interrupted with redoubled 
violence. ‘And there’s no one here to warn us, even! You’re all just 
as bad. upon my word! We’re in a regular den of thieves, robbed, 
pillaged, looted! It’s enough to make one have everyone’s pockets 
searched before they leave!* 

There were audible murmurs. The three or four customers who 
were buying gloves were dismayed. 

‘Silence!’ he went on furiously, ‘or I’ll clear the shop!’ 

But Bourdoncle had rushed up. worried at the idea of a scandal. He 
murmured a few words into Mouret’s ear. the affair was taking an 
exceptionally serious turn; and he persuaded him to take Mignot in- 
to the shopwalkers’ office, a room situated on the ground floor near 
the Gaillon door. The woman was there, calmly putting her corset on 
again. She had just mentioned the name of Albert Lhomme. Mignot, 
questioned afresh. lost his head and sobbed: he was not to blame, it 
was Albert who sent his mistresses to him; at first he had just given 
them preferential treatment, he had let them benefit from bargains: 
then, when they had ended up by stealing, he was already too deeply 
implicated to inform the management. Then the gentlemen learned 
of a whole series of extraordinary thefts; how goods were carried 
off by prostitutes who went and attached them beneath their petti- 
coats in the sumptuous lavatories which were installed near the buffet, 
surrounded by green plants; how a salesman would omit to call out 
a sale at a cash-desk when he was conducting a customer tliere, and 
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how he would share the price of it with the cashier; how there were 
even false ‘returns’, goods which were given out to have been 
sent back to the shop, so that the money which had been fictit- 
iously refunded could be pocketed; not to mention the oldest dodge 
of all. how parcels were taken out of the shop in the evening beneath 
an overcoat, twisted round a waist, or sometimes even hanging down 
someone’s thighs. Thus, thanks to Mignot and doubtless to other 
salesmen whom he refused to name. Albert’s cash-desk had been a 
regular thieves’ kitchen for fourteen months, a really shameless stale 
of affairs, and the exact figure of the sums involved was never known. 

Meanwhile, the news had spread through the departments. Uneasy 
consciences were all a-tremblc, and even those who were quite sure 
of their own integrity stood in dread of the clean sweep which was 
being made. Albert had been seen disappearing into the shopwalkers’ 
office. Then Lhomme had gone in. red in the face, already choking 
with apoplexy. Next, Madame Aur61ie herself had been summoned; 
she was holding her head high in her shame and looking pale, with 
the flabby puflTiness of a wax mask. The altercation lasted a long lime, 
no one knew what happened exactly: it was said that the buyer from 
the mantle department had slapped her son’s face so hard that she'd 
made his head spin, and that his poor old father had wept; while 
the governor, abandoning all his usual graciousness and swearing 
like a bargee, had been insisting on handing over the guilty parties 
to justice. However, the scandal was hushed up. Only Mignot 
was di.smissed on the spot. Albert did not disappear until two days 
later; doubtless his mother had obtained a promise that the family 
should not be dishonoured by an immediate execution. But after the 
scene panic had reigned for several days more; Mourct had walked 
from one end of the shop to the other with a terrifying look in his eye, 
mowing down before him those who did so much as raise their 
eyes. 

‘What are you doing there. Monsieur, watching flics? Proceed to 
the pay-desk!’ 

Finally, one day the storm burst over the head of Hutin himself. 
Favier, promoted to assistant buyer, was undermining the buyer so 
as to oust him from his place. His were the same old tactics — he sent 
underhand rcix)rts to the management, he took advantage of every 
opportunity for catching the head of the department in the wrong. 
Thus, one morning as Mouret was going through the silk department 
he stopped, surprised to see Favier altering the price-tickets of a 
whole surplus slock of black velvet. 
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‘Why are you lowering the prices?’ he asked. ‘Who gave you the 

order to do so?’ . 

The assistant buyer was making a great commotion over the job as 
if he had wanted to catch the director as he was passing. He replied 
with an air of innocent surprise: 

‘Why, it was Monsieur Hutin, Monsieur.’ 

‘Monsieur Hutin! Well, where is Monsieur Hutin?’ 

When the latter had returned from the reception desk, whither a 
salesman had been sent downstairs to fetch him, he was sharply called 
to account. What! He was now reducing prices on his own initiative! 
But he appeared to be very astonished in his turn, he had merely dis- 
cussed the reduction with Favier, without giving a definite order. At 
that the latter put on the air of distress of an employee who feels 
obliged to contradict his superior. However, he would gladly take the 
blame, if by doing so he could get him out of a fix. From then on 
things began to go badly. 

‘You’d better get it into your head. Monsieur Hutin,’ Mouret was 
shouting, ‘that I’ve never tolerated such attempts at independ- 
ence. . . . We are the only people who decide on prices!* 

He went on, in a rasping voice and with scathing intent, which sur- 
prised the salesmen, for this kind of argument usually took place out 
of sight, and anyw'ay tliis case might really be the result of a misun- 
derstanding. One could feel that he wanted to work off an unavowed 
grudge. So at last he had caught him out, this man Hutin, who was 
supposed to be Denise’s lover! Now he could relieve his feelings a bit, 
by making him severely aware that he was the master! And he was 
exaggerating liie affair, he ended up by insinuating that the price re- 
ductions hid dishonest intentions. 

‘Monsieur,’ Hutin was repeating, ‘I intended to refer this reduction 
to you. ... It is really necessary, as you know, for these velvets have 
not sold well.’ 

Mouret wanted to cut the matter short with a final scathing remark. 

‘Very well. Monsieur, we’ll go into the matter . . . and don’t do it 
again, if you value your job.’ 

He turned his back. Hutin, stunned and furious, found only Favier 
to whom he could unburden his heart; he swore to him that he would 
go and fling his notice in that brute’s face. Then he stopped talking 
about leaving, and merely raked up all the atrocious accusations 
which salesmen were wont to level against their employers. Favier. 
with shining eyes, was defending himself, making a great show of his 
sympathy. He had been obliged to reply, hadn’t he? And then, how 
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could one have expected such a fuss about nothing? What was the 
matter with the governor lately, he really was past praying for. 

‘Oh! As to what’s the matter with him, everyone knows.’ Hutin 
went on. ‘It isn’t as if it’s my fault if that whore in the mantle depart- 
ment is driving him crazy! You see, old chap, that’s at the root of it. 
He knows that I’ve slept with her, and he doesn’t like it; or else, she 
wants to have me kicked out because I make things awkward for 
her. ... I swear to you I’ll give her something to think about if ever 
she gets into my clutches.’ 

Two days later, when Hutin had gone upstairs to the coat work- 
room which was right up in the attics in order to give some personal 
instructions to a seamstress, he gave a slight start on seeing, at the 
end of a corridor. Denise and Deloche leaning in front of an open 
window, and so deep in a heart to heart conversation that they did 
not look round. Then he noticed with surprise that Deloche was 
weeping, and the idea of having them caught unawares suddenly 
occurred to him. So he withdrew silently; and. as he ran into Bour- 
doncle and Jouve on the staircase, he told them some story about one 
of the fire-extiguishers which looked as if its door had been pulled 
off. so that they would go upstairs and run into the other two. Bour- 
doncle was the first to catch sight of them. He stopped short, and 
told Jouve to go and fetch the director while he waited there. The 
shopwalker was forced to obey, very vexed at finding himself invol- 
ved in an affair of that kind. 

They were in an out-of-the-way corner of the vast world in which 
the multitudes in the Bonheur des Dames came and went. It was 
reached by a complicated network of stairs and corridors. The work- 
rooms in the attics were a series of low rooms with sloping ceilings, 
lit by broad bay windows cut out of the zinc roof and furnished only 
with long tables and great cast-iron stoves; there were the lingerie- 
makers and lace-makers and beyond them the upholsterers and the 
dressmakers, who lived there winter and summer in stifling heat, sur- 
rounded by the smells peculiar to their trades; and in order to reach 
this unfrequented end of the corridor it was necessary to go right 
through that wing of the building, turn to the left after the dressmak- 
ers and go up five steps. The rare customers who were sonielinies 
taken there by a salesman to see something they had ordered, would 
recover their breath, exhausted and flustered, with the impression 
that they had been going round and round for hours and were a hun- 
dred miles away from the street. 

Several times already Denise had found Deloche waiting for her. 
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As assistant buyer, she was in charge of the department’s dealings 
with the workrooms where, incidentally, only models were made and 
alterations carried out; she was always going upstairs to give ii^truc- 
tions. He would lie in wait for her. inventing some pretext, slipping 
close behind her; then when he met her at the workroom door, he 
would pretend to be surprised. She had ended up by laughing about 
it, the meetings had become almost an accepted thing. The corridor 
ran along the side of the cistern, an enormous metal tank which 
contained sixty thousand litres of water, and there was on the roof a 
second one of equal size, which was reached by an iron ladder. Del- 
oche would chat for a moment, leaning one shoulder against the cis- 
tern, for his huge body was always spent and bowed with fatigue. 
There were sounds of water gurgling, mysterious sounds which made 
the metal of the tank always have a musical vibration. In spite of the 
utter silence Denise would look round anxiously, thinking she saw 
a shadow flit across the bare walls which were painted bright yellow. 
But soon the window would attract them, they would lean their 
elbows on its sill, losing all count of time in merry chatter, in endless 
reminiscences of the country where they had spent their childhood. 
Beneath them extended the immense glazed roof of the central gal- 
lery, a lake of glass hemmed in by the distant roofs, as if by rocky 
coasts. And beyond they could see nothing but the sky, a sky which,- 
with its flights of clouds and its delicate azure blue, was mirrored in 
the stagnant water of the window-panes. 

On that particular day, as it happened, Deloche was talking about 

Valognes. 

‘When I was six years old, my mother used to take me in a small 
cart to the market in the town. You know it’s a good thirteen miles, 
we had to leave Briquebec at five o’clock. . . . It’s very beautiful in 
our part of the world. Do you know it?’ 

‘Yes, yes,’ Denise was slowly replying, looking into the distance, 
‘I went there once, but I was very little. . . . The roads have grass 
verges on either side, haven’t they? And now and then there are 
sheep, let loose two by two, trailing their tethering ropes. . . .* 

She was silent for a little while, then resumed again with a vague 
smile: 

‘In our part of the world, the roads run straight for miles, between 
trees which make them shady. . . . We have pastures surrounded by 
hedges which are taller than I am, where there are horses and 
cows. . . . We’ve got a little river, and the water is very cold beneath 
the brushwood, in a place I can remember very well.’ 
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‘It’s just like our country, just like our country!* Deloche was ex- 
claiming. delightedly. ‘There’s nothing but grassland, and everyone 
surrounds his bit with hawthorns and elms and one feels at home, 
and it’s all green — a green you don’t see in Paris. . . . My goodness! 
How I used to play at the bottom of the sunken path, going down 
from the mill!’ 

Their voices were dwindling away, there they remained, their eyes 
fixed on the sunny lake of the window-panes and lost in it. From 
that blinding water a mirage was rising for them, they were seeing 
endless pastures, the Coientin soaked with breezes from the ocean, 
bathed in a luminous haze which was melting away on the horizon 
in the delicate grey of a water-colour. Below them, beneath the 
colossal iron framework, there was the roar of selling in the silk 
department, the jarring sound of the machine at work, the whole 
shop was vibrating with the tramping of the crowd, the scurry of 
salesmen, the life of the thirty thousand people jammed together 
there; but they, carried away by their dream, felt this deep, muffled 
roar and thought they were listening to the wind from the sea going 
over the pastures, shaking the great trees as it went. 

‘My goodness. Mademoiselle Denise,’ stammered Deloche, ‘why 
aren’t you kinder to me? And I love you so much, too!’ 

Tears had come into his eyes, and when she tried to interrupt him 
with a gesture, he continued quickly: 

‘No. let me tel! you this just once more. . . . We get on so well to- 
gether! One’s always got something to talk about when one conies 
from the same part of the world.’ 

He was choking with tears and at last she was able gently to say: 

‘You’re not being sensible, you promised me not to talk about that 
any more. . . . It’s impossible. I’m very fond of you. because you’re 
a splendid lad, but I want to stay free.’ 

‘Yes, yes, I know,’ he went on in a broken voice. ‘You don’t love 
me. Oh! You may as well say it. I understand you. I’ve got nothing 
to make you love me. . . . Why! There’s only been one good hour in 
my life, that evening when I met you at Joinville, d’you remember? 
For a moment, underneath the trees where it was so dark. I thought 
I felt your arm trembling. I was stupid enough to imagine ’ 

But she cut him short once more. Her sharp cars had just heard 
the footsteps of Bourdonclc and Jouve at the other end of the cor- 
ridor. 

‘Listen, do, someone’s coming.’ 

‘No.’ he said, preventing her from leaving the window. ‘It’s in the 
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cistern: extraordinary noises are always coming from it, you’d t hink 
there were people inside it.’ 

He went on with his timid complaints. She, once more lulled into 
a day-dream by his talk of love, was no longer listening to him. 
but was letting her glances stray over the roofs of the Bonheur des 
Dames. To the right and left of the glazed gallery, other galleries and 
other halls were shining in the sunshine, between gables pitted with 
windows and set out symmetrically like barrack wings. Metal frame- 
work was standing erect, there were ladders and bridges, the lace- 
work of which stood out against the blue of the air; while the chim- 
ney from the kitchens, like a factory chimney, was belching out a 
great cloud of smoke, and the great square cistern, held high in the 
sky by iron pillars, had acquired the strange outline of some barbaric 
construction, raised up there by the arrogance of one man. In the 
distance the roar of Paris could be heard. 

When Denise returned from space, from the far confines of the 
Bonheur where her thoughts had been floating as if in some haven, 
she saw that Deloche had taken her hand. His face was so distressed 
that she did not take it back. 

‘Forgive me.’ he was murmuring, ‘it's finished now, it would make 
me too unhappy if you were to punish me by taking away your friend- 
ship ... I swear to you that that’s not what I intended to say to you. 
Yes. I’d promised myself to understand the situation, the . . . .’ 

His tears were flowing once more, he was trying to steady his voice. 

‘For now I know what my lot in life is. It isn’t as if my luck would 
change now. I was beaten back there at home. I'm beaten in Paris, 
beaten everywhere. I've been here four years now, and I’m still 
the lo\\ esi in the department. ... So I wanted to tell you that you 
shouldn't feel unhappy on my account. I won’t bother you any more. 
Try to bo happy, go and love someone else: yes. that would make me 
happy. If you're happy, I shall be happy. . . . That'll be my joy.’ 

He could not go on. As if to seal his promise, he had placed his 
lips on the girl's hand and was kissing it with the humble kiss of a 
slave. She was deeply touched, and with a sisterly compassion which 
toned down the pity in the words, she said simply: 

‘You pK)or boy!' 

But they gave a start and turned round. Mouret was facing them. 
For ten minutes Jouve had been looking for the director all over the 
shop. But the latter had been on the site for the new shop front in the 
Rue du Dix-Ddeembre. Every day he spent hours there, he was at- 
tempting to take an interest in this work of which he had dreamed 
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for so long. He found a refuge from his torments among the masons 
laying the corner piles in freestone and the metal-workers putting up 
great iron girders. Already the shop front was rising up, outlining in 
skeleton the vast porch, the bays on the first floor, the growth of a 
palace. He would go up ladders, discuss the decorations— which were 
to be something quite new — with the architect, he would step over 
ironwork and bricks and even go down into the cellars; and the roar 
of the steam engine, the tick-tack of the windlasses, the banging of 
the hammers and the hubbub of the mass of workmen in that huge 
cage surrounded by echoing hoardings, succeeded in numbing his 
feelings for an instant. He would leave there while with plaster, black 
with iron filings, his feet splashed by the taps of the hydrants, so lillle 
cured of his trouble that his anguish would come back and make his 
heart beat even more loudly as the din of the building-site died away 
behind him. It so happened that on that particular day a diversion 
had restored his gaiety, he had been looking with great enthusiasm 
at an album of drawings of mosaics and glazed tiles with which the 
friezes were to be decorated, when Jouve. very out of breath and very 
annoyed at having to make his frock coat dirty among the building 
materials, had come to fetch him. At first he had shouted to him that 
they could very well wail for him; then, after the inspector had said a 
word to him in an undertone, he had followed him, shuddering with 
horror, entirely overwhelmed by his troubles again. Nothing else 
existed, the shop front was crumbling before it had been set up: what 
was the good of this supreme triumph of his pride, if the mere name 
of a woman, murmured in an undertone, could torture him to that 
extent! 

Upstairs Bourdoncle and Jouve thought it wise to disappear. 
Deloche had fled. Deni.se stood facing Mouret alone, paler than 
usual, but looking up at him frankly. 

‘Mademoiselle, kindly follow me.’ he said in a hard voice. 

She followed him. they went down two floors and crossed the fur- 
niture and carpet departments without .saying a word. When he was 
outside his study, he opened the door wide. 

‘Go in. please. Mademoiselle.’ 

He closed the door again and went straight to his desk. The new 
director’s study was more luxurious than the old one had been, green 
velvet hangings had replaced the repp, a bookcase inlaid with ivory 
took up the whole of one wall panel; but. on the walls, there was still 
nothing to be seen but the portrait of Madame Hedouin. a young 
woman with a beautiful, unruffled face, smiling in her golden frame. 
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‘Mademoiselle,’ he said finally, trying to remain coldly severe, 
‘there are some things which we cannot tolerate. . , . Good behaviour 
is compulsory here . . . 

He was hesitating, picking his words in order not to give way to 
the rage which was mounting in his innermost being. What! It was 
that boy she loved, that wretched salesman, the laughing-stock of his 
department! She preferred the humblest and gawkiest of them all to 
him, the master! For he had clearly seen them, she giving him her 
hand, and he covering that hand with kisses. 

‘I’ve been very good to you. Mademoiselle,’ he continued, making 
a fresh effort. ‘I never expected to be repaid in this way.* 

From the moment she entered, Denise’s eyes had been drawn to the 
portrait of Madame H^douin; and, in spite of her great confusion, 
she remained preoccupied by it. Every time she went into the direc- 
tor’s study her glance crossed that of the painted lady. She was a little 
afraid of her, but felt nevertheless that she was very kind. This time, 
she felt as if, in her, she had a protector there. 

‘You’re right. Monsieur,’ she replied gently, ‘I did wrong to stop 
and chat, and I’m sorry for my lapse. . . . That young man comes 
from my part of the world.’ 

‘Tli Idck him out!’ shouted Mouret, putting all his suffering into 
this cry of fury. 

And, shattered, abandoning his r61e of the director lecturing a 
sales-girl guilty of infringing the rules, he launched forth into violent 
words. Wasn’t she ashamed? A girl like her giving herself to a crea- 
ture like that! And he even went so far as to make appalling accusa- 
tions; he reproached her with Hutin, with others as well, using such 
a flood of words that she could not even defend herself. He was go- 
ing to make a clean sweep, he would kick them aU out. The stern 
dressing-down which, as he had followed Jouve, he had promised 
himself he would give her, was degenerating into the coarse rudeness 
of a scene of jealousy. 

‘Yes, your lovers! People said you had them, and I was stupid 
enough not to believe them. . . .There was no one but me! There was 
no one but me!’ 

Denise, stunned and flabbergasted, was listening to these hideous 
reproaches. She had not at first understood. Heavens! Did he take 
her for a loose woman, then? A word even harsher than the rest 
made her go silently towards the door. To the gesture which he made 
to stop her, she said: 

‘That’s enough. Monsieur, I’m going away. ... If you believe me 
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to be what you say, I don’t wish to remain another second in the 
shop.* 

He made a dash for the door. 

‘Defend yourself, at least! Say something!’ 

She stood very erect, in icy silence. For a long time in growing 
anxiety he pressed her with questions; and the virgin’s silent dignity 
seemed once more to be the cunning ruse of a woman steeped in the 
tactics of passion. She could not have played a game more t^lculated 
to throw him at her feet, so torn with doubt was he. so anxious to be 
convinced. 

‘Come now, you say he comes from your part of the world. . . . 
Perhaps you met each other there Swear to me that nothing hap- 

pened between you.’ 

Then as she maintained her silence, and was still trying to open 
the door and go away, he finally lost his head and gave vent to his 
suffering in a crowning outburst. 

‘My God! I love you. I love you Why do you take pleasure in 

tormenting me like this? You can see very well that nothing else ex- 
ists. that the people I’ve spoken about to you only alTect me through 
you, that you’re the only person who has any importance in the 
world. ... I thought you were jealous, and so I gave up my pleasures. 
People have told you that I had mistresses; well. I haven't any more. 
I hardly ever go out. When we were in that lady’s house, didn't I 
show my preference for you? Didn’t I break with her so as to belong 
to you alone? I’m still waiting for a word of thanks, a little grati- 
tude. . . . And if you’re afraid of me going back to her you needn’t 
worry: she’s taking her revenge by helping one of our ex-assistants 
to found a rival shop. . . . Tell me. must I go on my knees to move 
your heart?’ 

He had reached that point. He who would not tolerate his sales- 
girls making a slip, who threw them into the street at his slightest 
whim, found himself reduced to entreating one of them not to leave, 
not to abandon him to his misery. He was defending the door against 
her, he was ready to forgive her, to shut his eyes to everything if only 
she would condescend to lie about it. And he was speaking the truth; 
trollops picked up back stage in small theatres and night-clubs were 
becoming repugnant to him; he no longer saw Clara, he had not set 
foot again in Madame Desforges’s house where Boulhemont was 
now reigning, pending the opening of the new shop, the Quatre 
Saisons, for which the newspapers were already full of advertise- 
ments. 


331 


‘Tell me, must I go on my knees?’ he repeated, choking with 
stifled tears. 

She silenced him with a gesture, no longer able to hide her own 
confusion, deeply stirred by this tortured passion. 

‘You are wrong to make yourself unhappy. Monsieur,’ she replied 
at last. ‘I swear to you that those dreadful stories are all lies. . . . 
That poor boy you saw just now is as little to blame as I am.’ 

She was as splendidly frank as ever and her clear eyes were look- 
ing him straight in the face. 

‘Very well, I believe you.’ he murmured. ‘I won’t send any of your 
friends away, since you’ve taken them all under your wing, . . . But 
then why do you reject me, if you don’t love anyone else?’ 

The girl was overcome with sudden embarrassment and diffident 
modesty. 

‘You do love someone, don’t you?’ he went on in a trembling 
voice. ‘Oh! You can say so, I don’t hold any rights over your affec- 
tions. ... You do love someone.’ 

She was blushing deeply, it was on the tip of her tongue to say 
what was in her heart, and she felt that, with her emotion betraying 
her and her repugnanee for falsehood allowing the truth to show on 
her face in spile of everything, it would be impossible to lie. 

‘Yes.’ she admitted weakly in the end. ‘Please don’t say any more 
to me. Monsieur, you’re distressing me.’ 

In her turn she was suffering. Was it not already enough to have to 
defend herself against him? Would she also have to defend herself 
against herself, against the waves of tenderness \\’hich at times took 
away all her courage? When he talked to her like that, when she saw 
hi>n so deeply moved, so overwhelmed, she did not know why she 
still resisted him: and it was only aftenvards that she rediscovered 
at the very roots of her healthy-minded temperament, the self-respect 
and reason which kept her upright with virginal obstinacy. It was an 
instinctive longing for happiness that made her persist in refusing, in 
order to satisfy her need for a peaceful life, and not in order to con- 
form to the idea of virtue. She would have fallen into his arms, her 
flesh conquered and her heart captivated, if she had not felt a resis- 
tance. almost a repulsion to the idea of the ultimate gift of herself 
cast into the unknown of the morrow. The thought of a lover fright- 
ened her — frightened her with that unreasoning fear which makes 
a woman blanch at the approach of the male. 

Meanwhile Mouret had made a bleak gesture of discouragement. 
He did not understand. He turned round to his desk where he 
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shuffled some papers over and put them down again immediately, 
saying: 

'I won’t detain you any longer. Mademoiselle, I can't keep you 
against your will.’ 

‘But I’m not asking to leave,’ she replied with a smile. ‘If you think 
I’m respectable. I’ll stay. . . . You should always believe women to 
be respectable. Monsieur. There are many who are, I assure you.’ 

Denise had. involuntarily, looked up at the portrait of Madame 
H^douin, that lady who was so beautiful and wise, and whose blood, 
so they said, brought luck to the shop. Mourct followed the girl’s 
glance with a start, for he seemed to have heard his dead wife utter- 
ing the phrase, one of her phrases, which he recognized. It was like 
a resurrection, in Denise he was rediscovering the good sense and 
sound balance, even down to her gentle voice, sparing of superflous 
words, of her whom he had lost. He was deeply struck by this, and 
felt sadder than ever. 

‘You know that I belong to you,’ he murmured in conclusion. ‘Do 
what you will with me.* 

At that she went on gaily: 

‘All right. Monsieur. A woman’s opinion, however humble she 
may be. is always worth listening to. if she’s got a little sense. ... If 
you put yourself in my hands, I shall just make a decent man of you.’ 

She was joking, with her simple manner which was so charming. 
In his turn he gave a feeble smile and conducted her to the door as 
if she was a lady. 

The next day Denise w-as promoted to buyer. The management 
had split the suit and gown department into two. by creating a de- 
partment for children’s suits specially for her. which was set up near 
the mantle department. Since her son’s dismissal Madame Aur^lie 
was on tenterhooks, for she could feel the management becoming 
cool towards her. and she saw the girl’s power growing daily. Were 
they going to sacrifice her to Denise, on some pretext or other? Her 
emperor-like mask, puffy with fat. seemed to have grown thinner at 
the shame which now sullied the Lhomme dynasty: and she made 
much show of going away every evening on the arm of her husband, 
for they had been reconciled to each other by misfortune, and under- 
stood that the trouble came from their home life being so helter-skel- 
ter; while her poor husband, who was even more affected than she 
was. and had a morbid fear lest he himself should be suspected of 
theft, would noisily count the takings twice over, performing real 
miracles with his bad arm as he did so. And so. when she saw Denise 
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promoted to buyer in the children's suits department, she felt such 
acute joy that she displayed feelings of the greatest affection towards 
her. It was really splendid of her not to have taken her job away from 
her! She overwhelmed her with tokens of friendship, from then on 
she treated her as an equal and often went with an air of ceremony 
to chat with her in the neighbouring department, like a queen mother 
visiting a young queen. 

In any case. Denise was now at her zenith. Her appointment as 
buyer had broken down the last resistance around her. If. owing to 
that itch for gossip which always infects any assembly of men and 
women, people still talked, they nevertheless bowed very low to her, 
right down to the ground in fact. Marguerite, promoted to be assis- 
tant buyer in the mantles, was full of praise. Even Clara, filled with 
secret respect for such fortune which she herself was incapable of 
attaining, had bowed her head. But Denise's victory over the men 
over Jouve, who only spoke to her now bent double, over Hutin, full 
of alarm at feeling his job precarious, over Bourdoncle. at last ren- 
dered powerless— was even more complete. When the latter had seen 
her coming out of Mouret's study, smiling, with her unruffled man- 
ner. and when the next day the director had insisted that the board 
should create the new department, he had given in, conquered by a 
holy terror of Woman. He had always given in like that to Mouret's 
charm, he recognized him as his master, in spite of the flaws in his 
genius and his idiotic impulsive actions. This time the woman had 
proved herself to be the stronger, and he was waiting to be swept 
away by the disaster. 

I or all that. Denise’s triumph was peaceful and charming. She was 
touched by these marks of consideration, and tried to see in them 
sympathy for the misery she had gone through when she had joined 
tile shop, and her final success after being courageous for so long. 
Therefore she welcomed the slightest signs of friendship with smiling 
joy. w hich made her really loved by some, for she was so gentle and 
alTable and always ready to give of her heart. Only for Clara did she 
feel a repulsion which she could not control, for she had learnt that 
the girl had amused herself one evening by taking Colomban to her 
place as she had jokingly planned to do; and the assistant, carried 
away by his passion which had been satisfied at last, now slept out all 
the time, while the wretched Genevieve was dying. At the Bonheur 
people talked about it and thought it was an amusing intrigue. 

But this sorrow, the only one which she had outside the shop, did 
not alter Denise's even temper. She was above all worth seeing in her 


334 



staff. She was still seared by her suffermgs in the early days, and her 
heart was wrung with pity each time she met a newcomer m one 
of the departments, with sore feet and eyes swollen with t^rs, drag- 
ging out her miserable existence in her silk dress, surrounded by^e 
embittered persecution of the girls who had been there longer Um 
she had. This dog’s life made even the best girls go to the bad; their 
sad downward progress would begin: they were all worn out by their 
profession before they were forty, they would disappear, go off into 
the unknown, many would die in harness of consumption or anamia. 
of fatigue and bad air, and some would end on the street; the more 
fortunate ones would marry and be buried at the back of some small 
provincial shop. Was the big shops’ appalling consumption of flesh 
every year either humane or right? She would plead the cause of the 
COGS in the machinery not from sentimental reasons, but from argu- 
ments based on the employer’s own interests. When one wants a 
sound machine one use good metal: if the metal breaks or is broken 
there is a halt in the work, repeated expense for getting it going agam, 
a regular wastage of power. Sometimes she would grow excitw, 
imagining a huge, ideal emporium, a phalanstery of trade, in which 
everyone would have his fair share of the profits according to his 
merits, and his future assured by a contract. At this Mouret would 
brighten up. in spite of his misery. He would accuse her of socialism, 
would nonplus her by pointing out the difficulties of putting all that 
into practice; for she spoke with the simplicity of her heart, and when 
she perceived a dangerous pitfall and had exhausted her own tender- 
hearted methods, she would bravely leave it all to the future. He was 
disturbed and fascinated by her young voice, still quivering from the 
ills she had suffered, and so full of conviction when pointing out re- 
forms which would improve the shop; and although he laughed at 
her. he listened to her. The salesmen's lot was gradually improving, 
for the mass dismissals were replaced by a system of leave given 
during the off-season and, what is more, a friendly society was going 
to be created which w'ould protect them against forced unemploy- 
ment and w'ould guarantee them a pension. This was the embryo of 
the vast workers’ organizations to be created in the twentieth 
century. 

What is more. Denise did not confine herself to staunching the 
open wounds w'ith w'hich she herself had bled: the subtle, feminine 
ideas which she whispered to Mouret delighted the customers. She 
had also made Lhomme a happy man by supporting the plan which 
he had been hatching for some time, of forming a band made up of 
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members of the staff. Three months later Lhomme had a hundred 
and twenty musicians under his direction, his life’s dream had come 
true. A big festival was arranged in the shop, a concert and a ball, 
in order to introduce the Bonheur’s band to the customers and to the 
whole world. The newspapers look it up. and even Bourdoncle, who 
was in consternation at these innovations, had to acquiesce to such an 
enormous advertisement. Next, an amusement-room for the assis- 
tants was installed, with two billiard tables, as \\'ell as backgammon 
and chess boards. In the evenings, classes were held in the shop, 
there were English and German lessons, as well as lessons in gram- 
mar, arithmetic and geography; there were even lessons in riding and 
fencing. A library was created, ten thousand volumes were put at the 
disposal of the staff. In addition, there was a resident doctor who 
gave free consultations, there were baths, bars and a hairdressing 
saloon. Every need of life was provided for. everything was obtain- 
able without leaving the building — study, refreshment, sleeping 
accommodation, clothing. The Bonheur des Dames was self-suffic- 
ient. both in pleasures and necessities. The whole centre of Paris was 
filled with the din, with this city of labour which was growing so 
freely out of the squalor of the streets which had at last been opened 
up to the sunshine. 

At that time there was a new wave of opinion in favour of Denise. 
Since Bourdoncle. now defeated, was wont to repeat in despair to 
his cronies that he would have given a great deal to put her in Mour- 
el’s bed himself, it had been established that she had not yielded, and 
that her all-powerfulncss resulted front her refusals. And. from then 
on. she became popular. People realized that they were indebted to 
her for various comforts, and she was admired for her strength of 
will. There was one person, at any rale, who could keep the govern- 
or under her thumb, who was avenging them all. and who knew Iiow 
to gel something more than promises out of him! At last someone 
had come who made people have some regard for the poor under- 
dogs! When she went through the dcparlnicnts, with her delicate 
resolute expression and gentle, yet invincible air. the .salesmen would 
smile at her and felt proud of her, and would gladly have shown her 
off to the crowd. Denise was happy to allow herself to be swept a- 
long by this growing sympathy towards her. Heavens, could it really 
be true? She could see herself arriving in her shabby skirt, scared and 
lost among the gearwheels of the terrifying machine; for a long lime 
she had had the sensation of being nothing, a grain of millet beneath 
the millstones crushing everyone beneath them; and now she was the 
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very soul of that world, only she mattered, with a word she c^ld 
speed up or slow down the colossus lying vanquished at her feet. Yet. 
none of this had been premeditated, she had simply turned up, wth 
no ulterior motive and with nothing but her charming gentleness. Her 
supremacy sometimes caused her uneasy surprise: what on earth 
made them all obey her like that? It was not as if she was pretty, or 
liable to harm them. Then, her heart soothed, she would smile, tor 
there was nothing in her but goodness and sound sense and a love tor 

truth and logic which was her sole strength. ^ 

Now that she was in favour, it was one of Denise’s great joys to be 
able to help Pauline. The latter was pregnant, and was terrified about 
it, for two sales-girls in a fortnight had had to leave in the seventh 
month of their pregnancy. The management did not tolerate acci- 
dents of that kind, maternity was ruled out as being cumbersome and 
indecent; marriage was allowed at a pinch, but children w«e f^- 
bidden Pauline, of course, did have a husband in the shop; but she 
was on her guard all the same, for that did not make her appearance 
look any better in the department; and, so as to delay her probable 
dismissal, she laced herself in till she could hardly breathe, deter- 
mined to hide her condition as long as she could. From having tor- 
tured her waist in this way one of the two sales-girls who had been 
dismissed had just had a still-born child, and there was little hope of 
saving her herself. Meanwhile Bourdoncle. thinking he saw a painful 
stiffness in lier gait, was watching Pauline s complexion acquiring a 
leaden hue. One morning he was near her in the trousseau depart- 
ment when a porter who was taking away a parcel bumped into her 
so hard that she gave a cry and put both her hands on her stomach. 
He immediately led her away and made her confess, and then re- 
ferred her dismissal to the board, under the pretext that she needed 
fresh air in the country; the story of the blow she had received would 
get around, if she had a miscarriage the effect on the public would be 
disastrous, one had occurred the year before in the baby-linen depart- 
ment. Mouret, who was not present at the board meeting, could only 
give his decision in the evening. But Denise had had time to inter- 
vene, and he silenced Bourdoncle in the name of the shop’s own in- 
terests. Did he want to set all the mothers against them, offend all 
the young customers who had just had babies? It was pompously de- 
cidi that any married sales-girl who became pregnant would be put 
in the charge of a special midwife as soon as her presence in the de- 
partment became an offence to morality. 

The next day, when Denise went up to the sick-room to sec Paul- 
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ine, who had had to go to bed as a result of the blow she had re- 
ceived, the latter kissed her violently on both cheeks. 

‘How sweet you are! If it wasn’t for you they’d have thrown me 
out. . . . And don’t worry, the doctor assures me everything will be 
quite all right.’ 

Baug^, who had slipped away from his department, was also there 
on the other side of the bed. He too was stammering out his thanks, 
confused in the presence of Denise, whom he now treated as some- 
one who had made good and was in a superior class. Ah! If he was to 
hear any more nasty remarks about her he'd see to it that people 
who were jealous had their mouths shut for them! But Pauline sent 
him away with a friendly shrug of her shoulders. 

‘My poor sweet, you’re just talking nonsense. . . . Off you go, and 
leave us to have a chat.’ 

The sick room was a long. light room, in which twelve beds with 
white curtains were lined up. The assistants who lived in the shop 
were nursed there when they were ill if they did not wish to go back 
to their families. But that day Pauline was the only person there, in a 
bed near one of the big windows which looked over the Rue Neuve- 
Saint-Augustin. Surrounded by all that innocent linen, in the sleepy 
air perfumed with a vague smell of lavender, confidences and fond, 
whispered phrases began immediately. 

‘So he does what you want, all the same? How unkind you are to 
make him unhappy! Come now, explain to me, since I’ve dared 
broach the subject. Can’t you bear him?’ 

Pauline had kept her friend’s hand in hers, for the girl was sitting 
by the bed and leaning her elbows on the bolster; and at this blunt 
and unexpected question Denise, overwhelmed with sudden emotion 
had a momentary weakness. She let out her secret, hiding her face in 
the pillow and murmuring; 

‘I love him!’ 

Pauline was dumbfounded. 

‘What! You love him? But then it’s very simple: say yes.’ 

Denise, her face still hidden, was refusing with a vigorous shake 
of her head. And she was refusing precisely because she loved him. 
although she did not say so. Of course it was ridiculous, but that was 
the way she felt, she couldn’t alter her nature. Her friend’s surprise 
was increasing and she finally asked: 

‘So it’s all so as to make him marry you?’ 

At that the girl sat up again. She was dumbfounded. 

‘He marry me! Oh, no! Oh, I swear to you that I never wanted 
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anything like that! No, a scheme like that never entered my head, 

and y ou know rve a horror of lying!* t. . .. 

‘Well, my dear,’ Pauline went on gently, if you had thought oi 

making him marry you. you couldn’t have set about it better It U 

have to finish somehow, after all. and there’s nothing else excep 

marriage, as you don’t want the other business Listen, i must 

warn you that everyone thinks the same thing: yes, they’re all con- 
vinced that you’re making him dance to your tune so as to get 
him to the registry office. ... My goodness! You are a funny 

woman!’ ... . , ^ u 

She was forced to console Denise, who had let her head fall on the 

bolster once again and was sobbing, repealing that she d end up oy 

going away, since people were always attributing ideas to her which 

had never even crossed her mind. She did not want anything, had no 

designs on anything, she only begged people to let her live m i^ce, 

with her sorrows and her joys, like everyone else. She would go 


At the same moment, downstairs, Mouret was walking through 
the shop He had wanted to numb his pain by visiting the building 
work once again. Months had passed, the new facade now rose up 
with monumental contours behind the vast hoarding of planks which 
hid it from the public. A whole army of decorators had set to work; 
marble-masons and specialists in ceramics and mosaics; the central 
group of figures above the door was being gilded, while on the aero- 
lerium the pedestals which were to hold statues symbolizing the 
manufacturing towns of France, were already being fixed in positiom 
I'rom morning to night, all along the Rue du Dix-Decembre which 
had rocenlly been opened, an inquisitive crowd stood looking up. 
seeing nothing, but their heads full of the wonders which people were 
telling each other about this facade which was going to revolutionize 
Paris when it was oiiened. And it was precisely on that building-site, 
where there was such a fever of activity, and among the artists who 
were completing the realization of his dream which had been started 
by the builders, that Mouret had just felt more bitterly than ever the 
vanity of his fortune. The thought of Denise had suddenly made his 
heart ache, that thought which would shoot through him without res- 
pite like a flame, like the twinge of an incurable disease. He had fled, 
unable to say a word of satisfaction, afraid of showing his tears, turn- 
ing his back on his triumph, which was dust and ashes to him. The 
facade, built at last, seemed to him small, like a child’s sand castle, 
and even if it had extended from one end of the city to the other, or 
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been as high as the stars, it would not have filled the emptiness of his 
heart, which only the ‘yes' of a mere child could fill. 

When Mouret returned to his study he was choking with pent-up 
tears. What could it be she wanted? He no longer dared offer her 
money; the confused idea of marriage was beginning to dawn on him 
although, as a young widower, he rebelled against it. His powerless- 
ness made him weep with nervous frustration. He was unhappy. 
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One November morning Denise was giving her initial instructions 
to her department, when the Baudus’ maidservant came to tell her 
that Mademoiselle Genevieve had passed a very bad night, and that 
she wanted to see her cousin immediately. 

‘Say Tm coming at once.* Denise replied, very worried. It was the 
sudden disappearance of Colomban which was proving fatal to Gen- 
evieve. First, because Clara had teased him, he had slept away from 
home; then, yielding to the madness of desire which sometimes 
strikes shifty, chaste young men, he had become that hussy’s obed- 
ient slave, and one Monday had not returned, but had simply written 
a farewell letter to his employer full of the polished phrases of a man 
committing suicide. Perhaps, at the bottom of this infatuation there 
was also the astute reckoning of a young man delighted to forgo a 
disastrous marriage; the drapery shop was just as sick as his future 
wife, it was the right moment to break it all off by doing something 
silly. Everyone quoted him as a fatal casually of love. 

When Denise arrived at the Vieil Elbeuf, Madame Baudu was 
there alone. She was motionless behind the cash-desk, guarding the 
silence and emptiness of the shop, her little white face eaten up with 
anaiinia. There was no shop-assistant now, so the maidservant would 
occasionally give the show cases a whisk with a feather duster, and 
there was even question of replacing her with a charwoman. Bitter 
cold was seeping down from the ceiling; hours passed without a 
customer coming to disturb her shadowy figure, and the goods which 
were no longer shifted, were getting increasingly covered with the 
salt petre rot from the walls. 

‘What is it?* asked Denise sharply. ‘Is Genevieve in danger?* 

Madame Baudu did not reply immediately. Her eyes filled with 
tears. Then she stammered: 

‘I don’t know anything, they don’t tell me anything. . . . Oh! It’s 
the end. it's the end. . . .* 

Her eyes were drowning in tears. She was looking round the gloomy 
shop as if she felt her daughter and the shop departing together. 
The seventy thousand francs produced by the sale of the estate 
at Rambouillet had, in less than two years, melted away in the abyss 
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of competition. In order to fight the Bonheur, which now stocked 
cloth for men's wear, special types of velvet and liveries, the draper 
had made considerable sacrifices. He had just been finally crushed 
by his rival’s duffels and flannels, an assortment such as had never 
before appeared on the market. Little by little the debt had grown; 
he had decided, as a final resource, to mortgage the ancient premises 
in the Rue de la Michodiere where old Finet, their ancestor, had 
founded the shop; and now it was only a question of days, the pro- 
cess of disintegration was almost completed, the very ceilings seemed 
as if they would collapse and fly away as dust, like some barbarous, 
worm-eaten construction being carried away by the wind. 

‘Her father’s upstairs.’ Madame Baudu went on in her broken 
voice. ‘We each spend two hours there; there has to be someone on 
duty here. Oh! just as a precaution, for to tell the truth. . . 

Her gesture completed the sentence. They would have put up the 
shutters, but for their ancient business pride which made them still 
put a brave face on it in front of the neighbourhood. 

‘Then I’ll go up. Auntie,’ said Denise whose heart was aching at 
the resigned despair which even the lengths of cloth were exuding. 

‘Yes, go up, go up quickly, my dear. . . . She’s waiting for you. she 
was asking for you all night. There’s something she wants to say to 
you.’ 

But just at that moment Baudu came downstairs. A bilious attack 
gave a greenish hue to his yellow face, and his eyes were bloodshot. 
Still walking very softly as he had done on leaving the sick room, he 
murmured, as if he could have been heard upstairs: 

‘She’s sleeping.* 

And, his legs worn out with tiredness, he sat down on a chair. With 
a mechanical gesture he wiped his forehead, puffing like a man who 
has just performed an arduous task. Silence reigned. Finally he said 
to Denise: 

‘You’ll sec her later. . . . When she sleeps to us it’s as if .she’s 
cured.’ 

The silence began again. The mother and father face to face were 
gazing at each other. Then, in undertones, they once more went over 
their troubles, neither naming anyone, nor speaking to anyone in 
particular. 

‘Hand on my heart, I wouldn’t have believed it! He was the la.st 
person to do it. I’d brought him up like my own son. If someone had 
come and told me: “They’ll take him away from you. too, you’ll see 
he’ll go over to the other side’’ I would have replied: “Well that’d 
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mean there’s no longer any God!** And he’s done it, he has gone over 
to the other side. Oh! The wretch, he knew so much about real busi- 
ness, he had all the same ideas as me! And all for a monkey like that, 
for one of those mannequins who strut about in front of the windows 
of houses of ill fame! No. you know, it’s against all reason!’ 

He was shaking his head, his vacant eyes were lowered and were 
looking at the damp tiles which had been worn away by generations 
of customers. 

‘D’you know what?’ he went on in a lower voice. ‘Well, some- 
times I feel that I’m the most to blame in our misfortune. Yes, it’s my 
fault that our poor girl is upstairs, wasted with fever. Shouldn’t I 
have married them off at once, without giving way to my idiotic 
pride, to my determination not to leave them the shop in a less pros- 
perous state? She would have the man she loves now, and perhaps 
their youth would have been able to accomplish the miracle that I 
couldn’t bring off. . . . But I’m an old fool, I didn’t understand any- 
thing about it, I didn’t believe that people could fall ill for things like 

that Really, that lad was extraordinary; he had a gift for selling, 

and such integrity, such simple manners, such order in all he did, in 
short, he was my pupil. . . .* 

He w'as holding his head high, still defending his own ideas in the 
assistant by whom he had been betrayed, Denise could not bear to 
hear him accusing himself and was so carried away by her emotion 
at seeing him who in the past had reigned there, a grumpy and abso- 
lute master, now so humble, with his eyes full of tears, that she told 
him everything. 

‘Don’t make excuses for him. uncle, I beseech you. ... He never 
loved Genevieve, he would have escaped earlier if you had wanted 
to hasten the marriage. I talked to him about it myself; he knew per- 
fectly well what my poor cousin was suffering on his account, and 
you can sec very well that that didn’t prevent him from going. . . . 
Ask Auntie.’ 

Without opening his lips, Madame Baudu confirmed these words 
with a nod. At that the draper became even paler, his tears were now 
blinding him completely. He blurted out: 

‘It must be in the blood, his father died last summer from too much 
womanizing.’ 

Mechanically his glance travelled round the dark corners, passed 
over the bare counters to the full shelves, and then returned to settle 
on his wife, still erect behind the cash-desk, waiting in vain for the 
vanished customers. 
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‘Well, it’s the end,* he went on. ‘They’ve killed our trade, and 
now one of their hussies is killing our daughter for us.’ 

No one spoke any more. In the stagnant air. stifling beneath the 
low ceiling, the rumbling of carriages which from time to time set the 
tiles vibrating, sounded like a roll of funeral drums. Then, in the dis- 
mal sadness of the old shop in its death-throes, muffled knocks could 
be heard coming from somewhere in the house. It was Genevieve 
who had just woken up. and who was banging with a stick which had 
been left close to her. 

‘Quick. let’s go up.’ said Baudu, rising with a start. Try to laugh, 
she mustn’t know.’ 

On the staircase he himself was rubbing his eyes hard in order to 
remove the traces of his tears. As soon as he opened the door on the 
first floor, a feeble voice, a frantic voice, could be heard calling: 

^ ‘Oh! 1 don’t want to be alone. . . . Don’t leave me alone. . . . Oh! 
I’m afraid of being alone. . . .’ 

Then, when she caught sight of Denise. Genevieve became calmer, 
and gave a smile of joy. 

‘Ah! There you are! How I’ve been waiting for you, ever since 
yesterday! I was beginning to think that you too had abandoned me!’ 

It was pitiful. The girl’s room looked over the yard, it was a .small 
room lit by a livid glimmer of light. At first the parents had put the 
sick girl’s bed in their own room, looking over the street: but the sight 
of the Bonheur dcs Dames opposite had upset her so much that they 
had had to take her back to her own room again. There she lay 
stretched out, so slight that one could no longer sense the form and 
existence of a body beneath the blankets. Her thin arms, wasted with 
the burning fever typical of consumptives, were perpetually on the 
move, searching anxiously and unconsciou.sly for something: while 
her black hair, laden with passion, seemed to have become even 
thicker, and to have a voracious life of its own. which was eating 
away her pathetic face — a face in which the ultimate degeneration of 
a long line grown in the dark, in that cellar of ancient Parisian com- 
merce, was dying out. 

Meanwhile Denise, her heart wrung w'ith pity, w'as looking at her. 

She was not talking, for fear of shedding tears. In the end she mur- 
mured: 

I came at once. ... Is there anything I can do for you? You were 
asking for me. . , . Would you like me to stay?’ 

Genevifeve, short of breath, her hands still wandering over the 
folds of the blanket, did not take her eyes off her. 
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‘No thank you, there’s nothing I need ... I only wanted to em 


brace you.’ ^ . • 1 1 u * 

Her eyes were swollen with tears. At that Denise quickly bent 

down and kissed her on the cheeks, shuddering as she felt the &e of 

those hollow cheeks against her lips. But the sick girl had seized her, 

and was clasping her and holding on to her in a despairing embrace. 

Then she glanced towards her father. . 

‘Would you like me to stay?’ Denise repeated. ‘Is there something 

you wanted to do?’ 

Genevieve was still looking steadily in the direction of her father, 
who was standing with a dazed look and a lump in his throat. Finally 
he understood, and withdrew without saying a word; they heard his 


footsteps going heavily downstairs. , , . j 

‘Tell me. is he still with that woman?’ the sick girl asked immed- 
iately, seizing her cousin’s hand as she did so, and making her sit 
down’ on the edge of the bed. ‘Yes, I wanted to see you. You’re the 
only person who can tell me. . . . They’re living together, aren t 

they? 

Denise, taken by surprise by these questions, had to admit the 
truth and blurted out the rumours which were going round the shop. 
Clara, bored by this lad with whom she found herself saddled, had 
already closed her door to him; and Colomban, in despair and with 
the humility of a beaten dog. was following her about everywhere, 
trying to obtain an occasional meeting with her. People affirmed that 

he was going to get a job at the Louvre. 

‘If you love him so much, he may still come back to you,’ the girl 
continued, trying to lull the dying girl with this last hope. Get better 

quickly, he'll admit his mistake and marry you.’ 

Genevieve interrupted her. Slie had been listening with her whole 
being, with dumb passion which had made her raise herself up. But 


she fell back again immediately. 

‘No don't say any more, I know very well that it’s the end ... I 
don’t say anything, because I hear Papa weeping, and I don’t want 
to make Mamma any iller than she is. But you see. I’m going and I 
was calling for you last night because 1 was afraid I would go before 
daylight My goodness! To think he’s not even happy!’ 

When Denise protested, assuring her that her condition was not 
so serious, she cut short her words a second time, and suddenly threw 
back the blanket with the pure gesture of a virgin who, in death, has 
nothing more to hide. Uncovered to her waist, she murmured: 
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‘Well, look at me! Isn’t it the end?’ 

Treinbling. Denise left the bed-side as if afraid of destroying the 
girl’s pitiful nakedness with a breath. It was the end of the flesh, a 
bride s body worn out with waiting, which had reverted to the slen- 
der childishness of its earliest years. Slowly Genevieve covered her- 
self again, repeating: 

You can see for yourself. I’m no longer a woman. It would 
not be right still to want him.’ 

They both fell silent. They were looking at each other once more 
iinding nothing more to say. It was Genevieve who went on: 

Come along now, don’t stay here, you’ve got your work. And 
thank you, 1 was tortured by the desire to know; now I’m content If 
you see him again, tell him that I forgive him. . . . Farewell, my dear- 
est Denise. Kiss me, it’s the last time.’ 

The girl kissed her, protesting as she did so 
^^^‘No. no. you mustn’t lose heart like that, you need nursing, that’s 


But the sick girl tossed her head obstinately. She was smilin<» she 
shrLid*^ And, as her cousin finally went towards the°door 

moment, knock with this stick for Papa to come up I’m 
too frightened when I’m alone.’ uc up . . . i m 

was there in the cheerless little room where he 

"^Don^^r, " say air and called t^Dent 

Don t come to-morrow, there’s no point. But I’ll expect vou on 
Sunday, you can spend the afternoon with me ’ ^ 

which was pla^ bcn^,hTh?d7rk emrTr/”"'" 

level with the pavement and cn Passage of the shop, 

had already bespattered the hangings The whnl^^*^^- 
oozing wich da^p. exuding iu Zf yTmel of 

bustle of passm bv^ ^ 
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to follow the coffin and to watch over her uncle, whose silent pros- 
tration and almost insane grief alarmed the family. Downstairs, the 
girl found the street full of people. The small tradespeople of the 
neighbourhood wanted to show their sympathy to the Baudus; and 
their alacrity to do so was also a kind of demonstration against the 
Bonheur des Dames, which they held responsible for Genevieve’s 
lingering death. AH the monster’s victims were there; B^or6 and his 
sister, the hosiers from the Rue Gaillon; the Vanpouille brothers, the 
furriers, and Deslignieres the fancy-goods dealer, and Piot and Riv- 
oire the furniture dealers; even Mademoiselle Tatin the linen-draper 
and Ouinette the glover, who had been swept away long ago by 
bankruptcy, had made a point of coming, the former from the Bati- 
gnolles and the latter from the Bastille district, where they had had 
to take employment in the shops of others. While waiting for the 
hearse, which was held up by some mistake, this crowd dressed all in 
black, walking up and down in the mud. was aiming looks of hatred 
at the Bonheur. Its bright windows and displays bursting with gaiety 
looking across at the Viei! Elbeuf. which was giving the other side 
of the street a gloomy appearance with its mourning, seemed to them 
an insult. A few heads of inquisitive shop-assistants were appearing 
behind the windows: but the colossus was maintaining the indiffer- 
ence of a machine going full steam ahead, oblivious to the deaths it 
may cause in its way. 

Denise was looking round for her brother Jean. Finally she caught 
sight of him outside Bourras's shop. She went to join him in order to 
tell him to v/alk close to his uncle and support him should he have 
diflicully in walking. For some weeks now Jean had been solemn, as 
if tormented by an anxiety. On that day. squeezed into a black frock- 
coat. now a made man and earning twenty francs a day. he seemed 
so dignified and so sad that his sister was struck, for she had not sus- 
pected he loved his cousin so much. She had wished to avoid point- 
less unhappiness for P6pe and so had left him with Madame Gras, 
planning to fetch him in the afternoon in order to bring him to em- 
brace his uncle and aunt. 

Meanwhile the hearse had still not turned up and Denise, feeling 
deeply affected, was watching the candles burning when on hearing 
the sound of a familiar voice talking behind her, she gave a sudden 
start. It was Bourras. He had beckoned to a chestnut seller, who was 
installed opposite in a cramped booth forming t^art of a wine mer- 
chant’s shop, and was saying to him: 

‘Look here. Vigouroux, will you do something for me? You see. 
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I’m off. ... If anyone comes, will you tell them to call back? But 
don’t let it worry you, no one will come.’ 

Then he remained sending on the edge of the pavement, waiting 
like the others. Denise had glanced with embarrassment at the shop. 
He was letting it go now. in the shop window nothing could be seen 
but a pitiful helter-skelter of rotting umbrellas and walking-sticks 
blackened by the gas. The improvements which he had made there, 
the light green paint, the looking-glasses, the gilded signboard, were 
all cracking and getting dirty already, presenting a spectacle of the 
speedy and depressing decay of sham luxury plastered on lop of 
ruins. Nevertheless, even though the old cracks were reappearing 
and the spots of damp had spread again beneath the gilding, the 
house was still stubbornly standing, stuck on to the side of the Bon- 
heur des Dames like some shameful wart which, although it had 
cracked and come to a head, still refused to fall off. 

‘Ah! The wretches!’ grumbled Bourras. ‘They don’t even want to 
let her be taken away!’ 

The hearse, arriving at last, had just been run into by one of the 
Bonheur’s vehicles which, its varnished doors scattering their star- 
like radiance in the mist, was vani.shing at a brisk trot, pulled by two 
magnificent horses. The old shop-keeper was directing a sideways 
glance, flaming beneath the undergrowth of his eyebrows, at 
Denise. 

The procession moved off slowly, .squelching through the puddles, 
in a silence made by cabs and oninibu.ses suddenly being brought to 
a standstill. When the coflin draped with while crossed the Place 
Gaillon, melancholy glances from the procession penetrated for a 
moment yet once more beyond the windows of the great shop, where 
only two sales-girls had rushed to look out of the window, glad of the 
distraction. Baudu was following the hearse with heavy, mechanical 
steps; he had refused with a sign to take the arm of Jean, who was 
walking close beside him. Then, after the people bringing up the rear 
on foot, came three funeral carriages. As they were cutting across the 
Rue Neuve-des-Petits Champs, Robineau. very pale, looking very 
much aged, ran up to join the procession. 

At Saint-Roch a great many women were wailing, the small shop- 
keepers of the neighbourhood v/ho had feared there would bca crush 
at the house of the deceased. The demonstration was turning into a 
riot; and when, after the service, the procession started olT again, 
once more all the men followed, although from the Rue Saint-Hon- 
or6 to the cemetery at Montmartre was a fair distance to walk. They 

349 


M 


had to go up the Rue Saint-Roch once more, and pass the Bonheur 
des Dames for the second time. It was like an obsession, the girl’s 
pathetic body was carried round the big shop, as if she had been the 
first victim to fall under fire in time of revolution. At the door of the 
shop red flannel was flapping in the wind like flags, a display of car- 
pets was bursting out in a blood-red blossoming of enormous roses 
and full-blown peonies. 

Meanwhile Denise had got into a carriage, torn by such bitter 
doubts and her heart aching with such sadness that she no longer had 
the strength to walk. Just then there was a halt in the Rue du Dix- 
D6cembre, opposite the scaffolding of the new shopfront, which was 
still obstructing the traffic. Then the girl noticed old Bourras lagging 
behind. limping along under the very wheels of the carriage in which 
she was sitting alone. He had raised his head and he looked at her. 
Then he got into the carriage. 

‘It’s these damned legs of mine,’ he was murmuring. ‘Don’t you 
draw back like that. It isn't as if it’s you we detest!’ 

She sensed him to be friendly and furious, as he had been in the 
past. He was grumbling, declaring that that old devil Baudu was 
pretty tough to go on walking like that in spite of having suffered 
such blows. The procession had resumed its slow progress; and. 
leaning fonvard. she could see her uncle obstinately following the 
hearse with his heavy gait, which was setting the muffled, laborious 
pace of the procession. Then she sank back in her corner and listened 
to the endless words of the old umbrella dealer, to the accompani- 
ment of the slow, melancholy swaying of the carriage. 

‘Really, the police ought to keep public thoroughfares clear! 
For more then eighteen months they’ve been cluttering our streets up 
with their new shop front, only the other day another man was killed 
there. Never mind! In the future when they want to expand they’ll 
have to throw bridges across the streets. . . . They say you’ve got two 
thousand seven hundred employees, and that the turnover this year 
will reach a hundred million! A hundred million! My God! A hun- 
dred million!’ 

Denise had nothing to say in reply. The procession was just enter- 
ing the Rue de la Chaus^e-d’Antin, where conglomerations of car- 
riages were holding it up. Bourras went on, his eyes vacant, as if he 
was dreaming out loud. He still could not understand the Bonheur 
des Dames’ triumph, but he admitted the old way of business’s defeat. 

•poor Robineau is done for, he’s got the look of a drowning man. 
And the B^dor^s, and the Vanpouilles, they can't stand up to it any 
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more, they’re like me, their legs are worn out. Deslignieres will peg 
out from a stroke, Piot and Rivoire have had jaundice. Ah! We’re 
all a pretty sight, what a lovely procession of carcasses we are for the 
dear child! It must be funny for the people watching to see this string 
of failures going past. . . . What’s more, it seems that the wiping-out 
process is going to continue. The rascals are going to make depart- 
ments for flowers, for millinery, for perfumery, for shoes and I 
don’t know what else. Grognel. the perfumer in the Rue de Gram- 
mont. might as well shut up shop, and I wouldn’t give ten francs for 
Naud’s shoe shop in the Rue d’Antin. The plague is spreading as far 
as the Rue Sainte-Anne, w’here Lacassagne who keeps feathers and 
flowers, and Madame Chadeuil whose hats, after all. are wcll-know’n, 
will be swept aw-ay before two years are out. . . . And after them, 
there’ll be others, there’ll alw'ays be others. Every trade in the neigh- 
bourhood will go the same w'ay. When counter-jumj>ers start sel- 
ling soap and galoshes, they’re quite capable of getting an ambition 
to sell fried potatoes. The world’s really going mad. upon my 
word!’ 

By then the hearse was crossing the Place de la Triniid and. from 
the dark corner in the carriage w here Denise, lulled by the funereal 
pace of the procession, was listening to the old shop-keeper's inces- 
sant complaint, she could see the colTiii already going up the slope 
of the Rue Blanche, as they came out of the Rue dc la Chausde- 
d’Antin. Behind her uncle, who was walking blindly and dumbly like 
a felled ox, she seemed to hear the trampling of a flock being led to 
the .slaughterhouse, the total colIap.se of the shops of a district, small 
traders with a squelching sound of down-at-heel shoes trailing ruin 
through the black mud of Paris. Bourras, meanwhile, w'as speaking 
in an even more hollow voice, as if slow'cd down by the sleep incline 
of the Rue Blanche. 

‘As for me. you can put paid to me. . . . But I’m hanging on to him 
all the same, and I’m not letting him go. He’s just lost another appeal. 
Ah! It’s cost me a pretty penny: almost two years of law-suits and 
solicitors and barri.sters! It doesn’t matter, he won’t go underneath 
my shop, the judges have decided that w'ork of that .sort doesn’t at 
all come into the category of justified repairs. When you think that 
he was talking of creating there, underneath me. a specially lit room 
where people could sec the colours of materials by gaslight and which 
would have connected the hosiery and the drapery departments! And 
he’s like a bear with a sore head about it. he can’t stomach it that an 
old wreck like me is barring his way, when everyone else goes down 
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on their knees to his money. Never! I don’t want to! They’d better 
get that straight. Of course I may be left high and dry. Since I ve had 
to fight against the bailiffs. I know that the scoundrel is hunting up 
my debts, no doubt so as to be able to play a dirty trick on me. It 
doesn’t matter, he says yes, I say no. and I’ll always say no. by God! 
Even when they nail me up between four boards like that poor kid 
going on ahead there.’ 

When they arrived at the Boulevard de Clichy the carriage went 
faster, the puffing of the crowd and the unconscious haste of the pro- 
cession, in a hurry to gel it over, was discernible. What Bourras did 
not mention outright was the dire poverty into which he had fallen, 
utterly bewildered as he was by the worries of a small shop-keeper 
going under yet persisting in holding out under a hail of protests. 
Denise, who knew about his circumstances, finally broke the silence, 
murmuring in a voice of entreaty: 

‘Monsieur Bourras, don’t go on being difficult any longer. Let me 

settle things for you.’ 

He cut her short with a violent gesture. 

‘Be quiet, it’s no one else’s business but mine. You’re a good little 
girl, I know that you’re making things difficult for him. for that man 
who thought you were for sale like my house. But what would you 

say if I advised you to say yes? Well? You’d tell me to go to hell 

Very well! When I say no, don’t stick your nose in.’ 

As the carriage had stopped at the gate of the cemetery, he and 
the girl got out. The Baudus’ family grave was in the first avenue, on 
the left. The ceremony was over in a few minutes. Jean had taken his 
uncle, who was staring open-mouthed at the hole in the ground, to 
one side. The tail of the procession was spreading out among the 
neighbouring tombs, the faces of all those shop-keepers, impover- 
ished from living in the depths of their unhealthy ground floor prem- 
ises. were acquiring a sickly ugliness beneath the mud-coloured sky. 
As the coffin sank quietly into the ground, cheeks scarred with blot- 
chiness grew pale, noses nipped with anemia were lowered, and eye- 
lids yellow with biliousness and ravaged by adding up figures, turned 
away. 

‘We ought all to go and jump into that hole,’ said Bourras to 
Denise, who had remained close to him. ‘That child is the neighbour- 
hood being buried. . . . Oh! I know what I’m saying, the old way of 
business might as well go and join those white roses they’re throw- 
ing after her.’ 

Denise took her uncle and her brother home in a carriage. For her 
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it was a day of unrelieved sadness. First, she was beginning to worry 
about Jean’s paleness: when she realized that some fresh affair with 
a woman was at the back of it. she tried to silence him by opening 
her purse; but he shook his head and refused; it was serious this time, 
the niece of a very rich pastry-cook, who would not even accept bun- 
ches of violets. Next, in the afternoon, when Denise went to fetch 
P6p6 from Madame Gras, the latter announced to her that he was 
getting too big for her to keep him any longer; if she had any more 
bother with him. a school would have to be found for him. he would 
have to be sent away perhaps. And finally, when she took Pepe to 
visit the Baudus. her heart was lorn by the bleak sorrow of the Vieil 
Elbcuf. The shop was closed, her uncle and aunt were at the back of 
the small dining-room, in which they had forgotten to light the gas in 
spite of the utter darkness of the winter day. There was no one left 
but them, they were face to face in the house wliich ruin had slowly 
emptied: and the death of their daughter was making the dark corn- 
ers seem even more cavernous, it seemed the ultimate cleavage which 
would make the old beams, eaten away with damp, fall to pieces. 
Crushed by the calamity, her uncle was walking blindly round the 
table all the time, without saying anything, unable to stop himself, 
with the same gait he had had during the procession; whereas her 
aunt, silent too. was sunk in a chair with the white face of a woun- 
ded person whose blood is running out drop by drop. They did not 
even weep when P<Sp6 covered their cold cheeks with kisses. Denise 
was choking back her tears. 

That evening, it so happened, Mouret sent for the girl in order to 
discuss a child’s garment which he wanted to put on the market, a 
cross between a kilt and the broad trousers of a Zouave. Quivering 
all over with pity, shocked by so much suffering, she was unable to 
control her feelings; she ventured first of all to speak of old Bourras. 
of the poor old man they were going to strike when he was already 
down. But at the name of the umbrella dealer. Mouret lost his tem- 
per. The crazy old man, as he called him. was making his life a mis- 
ery, spoiling his triumph by his ridiculous obstinacy about not part- 
ing with his house, that filthy hovel soiling the Bonheur des Dames 
the only little corner of the vast block which had escaped conquc.st! 
The whole affair was becoming a nightmare; Mouret was so tor- 
mented by a morbid desire to kick down the hovel that anyone but 
the girl who spoke in favour of Bourras would have risked bein" 
thrown out. After all. what did they want him to do? How could he 
leave that rubbish-heap on the Bonheur’s flank? It would have to 
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disappear in the end. the shop would have to pass over it. Too bad 
for the old madman! And he recalled his proposals, how he had of- 
fered him as much as a hundred thousand francs. Wasn’t that a 
reasonable offer? He wouldn’t haggle to be sure, he would give what 
was asked for it; but people should at least have a bit of intelligence, 
they should let him complete his achievement! Did people interfere 
by stopping locomotives on railways? She was listening to him, her 
eyes lowered, able to think only of sentimental reasons. The old 
fellow was getting on in years, they could at least have waited for 
him to die, if he went bankrupt, it would kill him. At that Mouret 
declared that he was no longer even in a position to prevent things 
taking their course, Bourdoncle was dealing with it, for the board 
had decided to put an end to the matter. In spite of her tender- 
hearted and sorrowful compassion, there was nothing more she could 
think of to .say. 

After a painful silence it was Mouret himself who mentioned the 
Baudus. He began by saying how sorry he was for them about the 
loss of their daughter. They were excellent people, very worthy, 
and they were dogged by misfortune. Then, he resumed his argu- 
ments: really, they" had brought their troubles on themselves, people 
shouldn’t remain obstinately like that in a worm-eaten hovel of old- 
fashioned business; there was nothing surprising about the house 
falling on their heads. He had foretold it scores of times; why, she 
must remember how he had told her to warn her uncle that it would 
be fatal for him to go on lagging behind with ridiculous outworn 
ideas. And the catastrophe had come, and no one in the world could 
prevent it now. They couldn’t really expect him to ruin himself in 
order to spare the neighbourhood. In any case, if he had been so mad 
as to close the Bonheur. another big shop would have sprung up on 
its own next door to it. for the idea was in the air all over the world, 
the triumph of workers’ and industrial housing estates had been sown 
by the breath of fresh air brought by the new century, which was 
sweeping aw.ay crumbling edifices of past ages. Little by little Mouret 
was warming up. gaining eloquent emotion with which to defend 
himself against the hatred of his involuntary victims, against the 
clamour of small, moribund shops which he could hear rising around 
him. One cannot keep one’s dead, after all, they must be buried: and, 
with a gesture he swept away the corpse of old-fashioned trade, the 
greenish stinking remains of which were becoming the disgrace of the 
sunny streets of modern Paris, and threw it into a pauper’s grave. 
No. no. he had no remorse at all, he was merely carrying out the 
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task of his epoch, and she very well knew it. what is more, she who 
loved life and had a passion for bold business deals settled in the 
glare of publicity. Reduced to silence, she listened to him for a long 
time and then withdrew, her heart full of confusion. 

That night Denise did not sleep at all. Insomnia interspersed with 
nightmares made her toss and turn under the blankets. She fancied 
she was quite small, bursting into tears in their garden at Valognes 
at the sight of warblers eating spiders who. in their turn, were eating 
flies. Was it really true then that death must fertilize the world, that 
the struggle for life propelled people towards the charnel-house of 
destruction? Next, she saw herself again beside the grave into which 
Genevieve was being lowered, she saw her uncle and aunt, alone in 
the depths of their dark dining-room. In the deep silence, a muffleo 
sound of something crumbling down was echoing through the death- 
like air: it was Bourras’s house caving in, as if undermined by floods. 
The silence began again, more sinister than ever, and a fresh collapse 
reverberated, then another, and another: the Robineaus. B6dor6 and 
his sister, the Vanpouilles, were cracking up and collapsing one after 
another, the small trade of the Saint-Roch district was disappearing 
under an invisible pickaxe, with the sudden thunder of carts being 
unloaded. Then, a feeling of immense sorrow woke her with a start. 
My God! What tortures! Weeping families, old men thrown on to the 
street, all the poignant tragedies of ruin! And she could not save 
anyone, she was even aware that all this was a good thing, that this 
manure of distress w'as neccs.sary to the health of the Paris of the 
future. When morning came, she grew- calmer; w'ith immense, re- 
signed sadness she remained there, her eyes open and turned towards 
the window which was growing lighter. Yes. that w'as the necessary 
sacrifice, every revolution demanded its victims, one could only ad- 
vance over dead bodies. Her fear of being an evil genius, of having 
helped in the murder of her relatives, was now dissolving into heart- 
broken pity at those irremediable ills, the piiinful birth pangs of each 
fresh generation, with which she was confronted. She ended up by 
trying to think of possible alleviations, her kind heart mused for a 
long lime over measures to be taken in order to save at least her own 
family from the final collapse. 

Then a vision of Mouret rose up before her. with his passionate 
expression and his caressing eyes. Surely, he would not refuse her 
anything, she was certain that he w'ould grant her all reasonable 
compensation. And her thoughts strayed, trying to sum him up. She 
was familiar with his life, the opportunism of his affections in the 
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past, his continual exploitation of Woman, the mistresses he had 
taken in order to get on in the world, his liaison with Madame Des- 
forges with the sole aim of keeping a hold on Baron Hartmann, and 
all the other women too. the Claras he picked up. the pleasure which 
he bought, paid for, and threw back into the street. Only, these be- 
ginnings of a career of amorous adventure, which the shop joked 
about, blended in the end and disappeared in the man’s streak of 
genius, his all-vanquishing charm. He was seduction personified. 
What she would never have forgiven him was falsehood in the past, 
his coldness as a lover beneath the sham gallantry of his attentions. 
But now that he was suffering because of her, she harboured no 
resentment. His suffering had made him a nobler man. When she 
saw him tormented, paying so dearly for his contempt for women, 
she felt he was redeemed of his shortcomings. 

On that very morning Denise obtained from Mouret the promise 
of such compensation, on the day when the Baudus and old Bourras 
succumbed, as she should consider legitimate. Weeks passed, and al- 
most every afteriioon she would slip out for a few minutes, to go and 
see her uncle, bringing with her her laughter and her w'orthwhile 
courage to brighten up the dark shop. She was principally worried 
about her aunt who, since Genevieve’s death, had been in a listless 
stupor; it seemed as if her life was ebbing away all the time; and 
when questioned, she would reply with an air of surprise that she felt 
no pain, that she just felt overwhelmed with sleep. The neighbour- 
hood shook its head: the poor woman would not pine for her daugh- 
ter for long. 

One day. Denise was coming out of the Baudus’ house when at the 
corner of t’lie Place Gaillon. she heard a loud shriek. A crowd was 
rusliing fonvard. there was panic in the air. the breath of fear and 
pity which will suddenly stir up a street. Tlie wheels of a brown 
omnibus, one of the vehicles plying between the Bastille and the 
Batignolles, were going over the body of a man at the corner of the 
Rue Neuve-Saint-Auguslin, opposite the fountain. Standing on his 
box with a movement of fury, the driver was holding back his two 
black horses, which were rearing; and he was swearing, working off 
steam in strong words. 

‘Good God! Good God! Can’t you look where you’re going, you 
damned blunderer!’ 

By now the omnibus had stopped. A crowd was surrounding the 
injured man, a policeman by chance happened to be there. The driver 
was still standing, calling the passengers of the double-decker as wit- 
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nesses — for they had also stood up in order to lean out and see the 
blood — and was giving his version of the story with gestures of ex- 
asperation, choking with increasing anger. 

‘Have you ever seen anything like it? Why the hell should I have 
got mixed up with an individual like that! I yelled at him. and he just 
went and jumped under the wheels!’ 

At that a workman, a house decorator who had rushed up with 
his brush from a neighbouring shop window, said in a piercing voice 
in the midst of all the uproar: 

‘Don’t get so worked up! I saw him, honest he stuck himself under 
there on purpose! Why, he took a header just like that. Another per- 
son who was fed up, I suppose!’ 

Other voices were raised, people were concurring about the idea 
of suicide, while the policeman was taking down particulars. Ladies, 
quite pale, were getting out quickly from the vehicle without turning 
round, taking away with them (he horror of the soft jolt which had 
made their stomachs turn over when the omnibus had gone over the 
body. Meanwhile Denise drew near, drawn by her constructive pity, 
which made her interfere in accidents of all kinds — dogs run over, 
fallen horses, workmen fallen from roofs. And she recognized the 
unfortunate man lying on the road, unconscious, his frock-coat 
dirtied with mud. 

‘It’s Monsieur Robincaul’ she exclaimed in painful astonishment. 

The policeman immediately questioned the girl. She gave Robin- 
eau’s name, profession and address. Thanks to the driver's efforts, 
the omnibus had swerved, and only Robincau’s legs had been caught 
under the wheels. But it was to be feared that they were both broken. 
Four volunteers carried the injured man to a chemists’ shop in the 
Rue Gaillon, while the omnibus slowly resumed its journey. 

‘By God!’ said the driver, cracking his whip round his horses. T’vc 
had enough to-dayl’ 

Denise had followed Robincau to the chemist’s shop. The chemist, 
while waiting for a doctor who could not be found, declared that 
there was no immediate danger, and that the best thing would be to 
carry the injured man to his own home, since he lived nearby. A man 
had gone to the police-station to ask for a stretcher. Then the girl had 
the bright idea of going on ahead so as to prepare Madame Robin- 
eau for this dreadful shock. But she had all the difTiculiy in the world 
in reaching the street through the crowd, which was making a dread- 
ful crush at the door. This crowd, avid for sensation, was increasing 
from minute to minute: children and women were craning their 
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necks, standing their ground against violent shoves; and each new- 
comer was inventing his own version of the accident: by that time it 
had become a husband whose wife’s lover had thrown him out of a 
window. 

In the Rue Neuve-des-Petits-Champs Denise caught sight of Mad- 
ame Robineau in the distance, standing in the doorway of the silk 
shop. This gave her a pretext for stopping, and she chatted for a 
moment, while trying to think of a way of breaking the terrible news 
gently. Tlie disorder and abandon of the final struggles of a dying 
business were writ large all over the shop. This had been the expected 
outcome of the battle of the two rival silks; following a further re- 
duction of five centimes the Paris-Bonheur had crushed all compe- 
tition: it was now selling at only four francs ninety-five, and Gau- 
jean’s silk had met its Waterloo. For two months now Robineau, re- 
duced to trying all kinds of expedients, had been leading a night- 
mare existence in order to prevent being declared bankrupt. 

T passed your husband in the Place Gaillon,’ murmured Denise, 

who had finally gone in to the shop. 

Madame Robineau, whose glances seemed continually drawn to- 
wards the street as if by some secret anxiety, said sharply: 

‘Ah! Just now. wasn't it? I’m expecting him, he should be here. 
Monsieur Gaujean came this morning, and they went out together. 

She was just as charming as ever, dainty and gay; but her preg- 
nancy, already ''cll advanced, was tiring her, and she was becoming 
more flustered, more out of her element in business than ever, for her 
affectionate nature found difficulty in grasping it, and now anyway 
it was goinc badly. As she often said, what was the point of it all? 
Wouldn’t irbe nicer to live peacefully in some little place on nothing 

but a crust of bread? 

‘My dciir.’ she went on. her smile growing sad. ‘we’ve nothing to 

hide from vou Things aren’t going well, my poor darling doesn’t 

sleep any more because of it. Why. to-day again Gaujean tormented 

him about some bills he’s late with I felt I would die of anxiety. 

all bv myself here.’ 

She was returning towards the door when Denise stopped her. The 
latter had just heard the noise of the crowd in the distance. She could 
imagine the stretcher which they were bringing, the stream of inquis- 
itive people who had not left the accident for an instant. And then, 
her ihrciat dry. unable to think of the consoling words she wanted 
she was forced to tell her. 

‘Now you mustn't worry, there's no immediate danger. . . . Yes, 
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I saw Monsieur Robineau, lie’s had an accident. . . . They’re bring- 
ing him, don't worry, I beseech you.’ 

The young woman was listening to lier, dead white, without yet 
clearly understanding. The street had filled with people, cabs which 
were held up were swearing, some men had set down the stretcher 
outside the door of the shop, in order to open the double glass 
doors. 

‘It’s an accident,’ Denise was continuing, determined to conceal 
the attempt at suicide. ‘He was on the pavement, and he slipped un- 
der the wheels of an omnibus. Oh. just his feet. They’re fetching a 
doctor. You mustn’t worry.’ 

A great shudder shook Madame Robineau. She made two or three 
inarticulate cries; then, no longer speaking, she swooped down on 
the stretcher and drew back its curtains with trembling hands. The 
men who had just been carrying it were waiting outside the house 
in order to carry it away when a doctor had finally been found. They 
no longer dared touch Robineau, who had regained consciousness, 
and whose sufferings at the slightest movement were agonizing. 
When he saw his wife, two Iiugc tears flowed down his cheeks. She 
had kissed him, and she was weeping, looking at him with a fixed 
expression. There was still a mob in the street, faces were crowding 
together as if at the theatre, their eyes shining: some girls who had 
slip[)ed out from their workroom were in danger of breaking the 
glass of the shop windows in order to see better. So as to escape from 
this fever of curiosity, and thinking in any case that it was not advis- 
able to leave the shop open, Denise had the idea of lowering the roller 
shutters. She w'ent her.self to turn the crank-handle, the gear-wheels 
made a plaintive cry and the iron plates v/cre slowly descending, like 
heavy drapery coming down on the close of a final act. When she 
Ccime in again and had shut the little round door behind her, she 
found Madame Robineau still clasping her husband in her distracted 
arms, beneath the sinister half-light coming from two stars cut out of 
the metal. The ruined shop was seemingly slipping into a void; the 
two stars alone shone on that swift, savage catastrophe of the Paris 
streets. At last Madame Robineau found her voice again. 

‘Oh! My darling . . . Oh! My darling. . . . Oh! My darling. . . .’ 

She could think of no other words, and he. seeing her kneeling like 
that, bending over, her stomach of an cxi>;ctam mother crushed 
against the stretcher, could bear it no longer and. in an attack of re- 
morse, confessed. When he did not move he could only feel the burn- 
ing leaden weight of his legs. 
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‘Forgive me, I must have been mad. . , . When the solicitor told 
me in front of Gaujean that the notices will be served to-morrow, I 
seemed to see flames dancing, as if the walls were burning, . . . And 
then. I don’t remember any more: I was going down the Rue de la 
Michodi^re, J thought the people in the Bonheur were making fun of 
me. that great bitch of a shop was crushing me. . . . Then, when the 
omnibus turned round I thought about Lhomme and his arm, and I 
threw myself under it. . . 

Slowly, in horror at these confessions, Madame Robineau sank 
down and sat on the floor. Goodness! He had wanted to die! She 
seized Denise's hand, for the girl, deeply moved by the scene, had 
leaned towards her. The injured man, whose emotion was exhausting 
him. had just lost consciousness again. And still the doctor did not 
come! Two men had scoured tlie neighbourhood already, and now 
the porter of the house had gone off in his turn. 

‘You mustn't worry.’ Denise was repeating mechanically, and she 

loo was sobbing. 

Then Madame Robineau. sitting on the ground, her head on the 
level of the stretcher, her cheek against the webbing on which her 
husband was lying helpless, unburdened her heart. 

‘Oh! If I were to tell you It’s for me that he wanted to die. He 

was always saying to me: I've robbed you, it was your money. And 
at night he used to dream about those sixty thousand francs, he used 
to wake up in a sweat, saying that he was no use. When one hadn t 
more wits than that one shouldn’t risk other people’s fortunes. . . . 
You know that he was always highly strung, harassed by nature. In 
the end he used to see things which made me frightened, he would see 
me in the street in rags, begging, me whom he loved so deeply, whom 

he wanted to see rich and happy.’ 

But, turning her head, she saw that his eyes were open again; and 
she went on in her stammering voice: 

‘Oh! My darling, why did you do it? Did you really think I was 
so mean, then? I don’t care if we’re ruined, believe me. So long as 

vvc'rc together, weTe all right Let them take everything do. Let’s 

go ofl somewhere where you won’t hearany more about them. You’ll 
be able to work all the same, you’ll see how good everything can be. 
still.’ 

Her forehead had dropped down close to her husband’s pale face, 
in the emotion of their distress they were both speechless now. There 
was silence, the shop seemed to be sleeping numbed by the pallid dusk 
which was flooding it; while behind the thin metal of the door, the 
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din of the street could be heard — life passing by in the daylight, the 
rumbling of vehicles and the bustle of the streets. Finally Denise, 
who kept on going to glance out of the little door opening on to the 
hall of the house, came back calling: 

‘The doctor!’ 

The house porter was bringing him. a young man with bright eyes. 
He preferred to examine the injured man before putting him to bed. 
Only one leg, the left one, turned out to be broken above the ankle. 
It was a simple fracture, there appeared to be no danger of compli- 
cations. They were preparing to carry the stretcher inside the bed- 
room, when Gaujean appeared. He was coming to report a final step 
he had taken, which in any case had fallen through: the declaration 
of bankruptcy was certain. 

‘What’s this?’ he murmured. ‘What has happened?’ 

In a few words, Denise told him, and he grew embarrassed. Rob- 
ineau said to him feebly: 

‘1 don’t hold it against you. but all this is a bit your fault.’ 

‘Why, old fellow,’ Gaujean replied, ‘we needed to have stronger 
backs than ours were. . . . You know that I’m in no better way than 
you are!’ 

They were lifting the stretcher. The injured man found enough 
strength to say: 

‘No, no, stronger backs would have bent all the same. ... I am 
understand that obstinate old men like Bourras and Baudu slay on; 
but as to us. who were young, who were accepting the new state of 
affairs! No, you know. Gaujean, it’s the end of a world.’ 

He was carried away. Madame Robineau kissed Denise with an 
impulsive gesture, in which there was almost joy at being at last rid 
of the worries of business. As Gaujean was leaving with the girl, he 
confessed to her that that poor devil Robineau was right. It was 
idiotic to w'ish to fight against the Bonheur dcs Dames. He, person- 
ally, knew he was finished unless he could gel into their good graces 
again. Already the day before he had secretly approached Hulin. 
who was just about to leave for Lyons. But he was losing hope, and 
he tried to arouse Denise’s interest, having no doubt heard about her 
influence. 

‘My word!’ he was repeating. ‘It’s too bad for the manufacturers. 
People would laugh at me if I ruined myself by battling in other 
people’s interests, when the fellows are quarrelling over who will 
manufacture the cheapest. . . . My goodness! As you used to say in 
the past, the manufacturers have only got to keep up with progress 
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by better organization and new methods. Everything will turn out all 
right, so long as the public’s pleased.’ 

Denise was smiling. She replied: 

‘Just you go and say that to Monsieur Mouret himself He’ll be 

pleased to see you, he’s not the man to bear you a grudge if you 
offer him a profit of so much as a centime a yard.’ 

One bright, sunny afternoon in January Madame Baudu died. For 
a fortnight she had no longer been able to go down into the shop, 
which a chai^’oman was looking after. She was sitting in the middle 
of her bed, her back propped up by pillows. In her white face only 
her eyes were still alive; and, her head erect, she directed them stub- 
bornly through the little curtains on the window's towards the Bon- 
heur des Dames opposite. Baudu, made ill himself by this obsession, 
by the despairing fixity of her gaze, would sometimes try to pull the 
big curtains. But, with a gesture of entreaty, she would stop him, she 
persisted in seeing it until her very last breath. Now the monster had 
taken everything from her, both her shop and her daughter; she her- 
self had been gradually ebbing away together with the Vieil Elbeuf, 
losing her life as it was losing its customers: the day on which it was 
at it’s last gasp, she no longer had any breath. When she felt herself 
dying, she still had enough strength to insist on her husband opening 
both windows. It was mild, a stream of gay sunshine was gilding the 
Bonheur, whereas the room in the ancient dwelling was shivering in 
the shade. Madame Baudu remained with a fixed stare, filled with 
this vision of the triumphant building, of the clear glass behind which 
a rush of millions was passing. Slow'ly, her eyes were growing dim- 
mer. invaded with darkness, and when they were extinguished in 
death, they remained wide open, drowned in great leans, still gazing. 

Once more all the ruined small shop-keepers of the neighbourhood 
walked in the funeral procession. The Vanpouille brothers were 
there, pale from their December bills, paid by a crowning effort 
which they would not be able to repeat. Bedor6 leaning on a cane, 
with his sister, was worried by such anxieties that his stomach trouble 
was getting worse. Deslignieres had had a stroke, Piot and Rivoire 
were walking in silence, noses to the ground, like finished men. And 
no one dared ask about those who had disappeared, Ouinette. Mad- 
emoiselle Tatin and otliers who, from morning till night, were going 
under, being knocked down and swept away by the stream of disas- 
ter. to say nothing of Robincau lying in bed with his broken leg. But 
they were particularly pointing out to each other, with an air of in- 
terest, the new shop-keepers stricken by the plague: Grognet, the 
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perfumer, Madame Chadcuil the milliner. Lacassagne the florist, and 
Naud the shoemaker, still on their feet, but filled with anxiety by the 
disease which would sweep them away in their turn. Behind the 
hearse Baudu was walking with the same gait of a felled ox with 
which he had accompanied his daughter; while, from the depths of 
the first mourning-carriage Bourras’s glittering eyes could be seen 
beneath the undergrowth of his snow-white eyebrows and hair. 

Denise was in great trouble. For a fortnight she had been worn out 
with worries and fatigue. She had had to put P<^p6 in a school, and 
she had her hands full with Jean, for he was so much in love with the 
pastry-cook’s niece that he had begged his sister to ask for her hand 
in marriage. Then there had come the death of her aunt, and these 
repeated catastrophes had completely overwhelmed the girl. Mouret 
had once more offered his assistance: what she was doing for her 
uncle and the others would be well done. One morning, hearing 
the news that Bourras had been thrown into the street and that Baudu 
was going to shut up shop, she had yet another interview with 
Mouret. Then after lunch she went out, in the hope of being able to 
make things easier at least for them. 

Bourras was standing in the Rue de la Michodiere. planted on the 
pavement opposite his house, from which he had been expelled the 
day before following a fine trick, a real gem which the solicitor had 
thought up: as Mouret had claims, he had without difficulty just had 
the umbrella dealer declared bankrupt and had then paid five hun- 
dred francs for the lease at the official receiver’s sale; thus the obstin- 
ate old man had lost for five hundred francs what he had refused to 
part with for a hundred thousand. What is more, when the architect 
arrived with his demolition squad, he had had to resort to the police 
in order to get Bourras out. The goods were sold, the furniture re- 
moved from the rooms, and he stubbornly remained in the corner 
where he slept, from which moved to pity at last, they did not dare 
turn him out. The demolition workers even attacked the roof over 
his head. They had removed the rotten slates, the ceilings were falling 
in. the walls were cracking, and there he remained in the middle of the 
rubbish, beneath the ancient beams which had been stripped bare. 
Finally, when confronted with the police, he had left. But from the 
very next morning he had reappeared on the pavement opposite, 
after having passed the night in a nearby hotel. 

‘Monsieur Bourras.’ said Denise gently. 

He did not hear her, his blazing eyes were gazing intently at the 
demolition workers, whose pickaxes were starling on the front of the 
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hovel. Now, through the empty windows, the interior could be seen, 
the wretched murky staircase to which the sun had not penetrated 
for two hundred years. 

‘Ah! It’s you,’ he replied in the end, when he had recognized her. 
‘They’re making a job of it, aren’t they, the robbers!’ 

Deeply moved by the woeful sadness of the old dwelling place, she 
no longer dared say anything, and was herself unable to drag her eyes 
away from the mildewed stones which were falling. Upstairs, on a 
corner of the ceiling of her old room she could still see the name 
‘Ernestine’ written in black shaky letters with the flame of a candle; 
and the memory of her days of poverty came back to her, tinged with 
pity for all suffering. The workmen, in order to pull down a section 
of wall all at once, had had the idea of attacking it at its base. It was 
tottering. 

Tf only it would crush them all!’ Bourras was murmuring in a sav- 
age voice. 

A terrible cracking sound was heard. The terrified workmen rushed 
out into the street. The wall was loosening and carrying away the whole 
ruin as it crashed down. It was clear that the hovel with all its subsi- 
dences and cracks, was no longer standing the strain, one push had 
sufficed to split it from top to bottom. There was a pitiful landslide, 
the flattening of a mud hut sodden with rain. Not a wall remained 
standing, there was nothing left on the ground but a heap of rubbish, 
the refuse of the past being thrown out. 

‘My God!’ the old man had cried, as if the blow had reverberated 
through the very depths of his soul. 

He was standing there open-mouthed, he would never have thought 
it could be over so quickly. He stood looking at the open gash, the 
open gap which had at last been cleared on the flank of the Bonheur 
des Dames, which was now rid of the wart which had been disfigur- 
ing it. The gnat had been squashed, this was the ultimate triumph 
over the bitter obstinacy of the infinitely small, the whole block had 
been overrun and conquered. Passers-by who had flocked there were 
talking at the top of their voices with the demolition workers, who 
were losing their tempers over the old masonry, which was quite 
liable to kill people. 

‘Monsieur Bourras,’ repeated Denise, trying to draw him aside, 
‘you know that you won't be deserted. AH your needs will be pro- 
vided for. . . .’ 

He drew himself up, 

i haven’t any needs. . . . It’s them who’s sent you, isn't it? Well. 
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tell them that old Bourras still knows how to work, and that he’ll 
find work wherever he wants. . . . Really, it’s a bit too much of a 
good thing, to give charity to the people one murders!’ 

At that she entreated him: 

‘I beseech you, do accept, don’t make me so unhappy.’ 

But he was shaking his while mane. 

‘No, no, it’s all over. Good-bye. You’re young, you go and live 
happily, do, and don’t stop the old from going off with their own 
ideas.’ 

He cast one last glance at the pile of rubbish, then he walked 
heavily away. She watched his back going through the scrimmage of 
the street. Then it disappeared round the corner of the Place Gail- 
lon, and that was all. 

For a moment Denise remained motionless, her eyes vague. Then 
she went into her uncle’s house. The draper was alone in the dark 
Vieil Elbeuf. The charwoman came only in the mornings and even- 
ings to do a little cooking, and to help him take down and put up the 
shutters. He passed hours deep in solitude, often without anyone 
coming to disturb him for the whole day. and when a customer did 
still venture in he became flustered and was no longer able to find the 
goods. He walked up and down continuously in the silence and half- 
light, still with his heavy funereal gait, giving way to a morbid need, 
to real paroxysms of forced marching, as if he wanted to lull and 
deaden his pain. 

‘Are you better, uncle?’ asked Denise. 

He only stopped for a second, and then went off again, walking 
from the cash-desk to a dark corner. 

‘Yes, yes, very well. . . . Thank you.’ 

She was trying to think of something comforting to say. of cheer- 
ful words, but was unable to do so. 

‘Did you hear that noise? The hou.se is down.’ 

‘Why, so it is!’ he murmured with an astonished air. ‘That must 
have been the house ... I felt the ground tremble. I shut my door 
this morning when I saw them on the roof.’ 

He made a vague gesture, as if to say that such things no longer 
interested him. Each time he came back to the cash-desk, he looked 
at the empty bench, that bench covered wiili worn velvet on which 
his wife and daughter had grown up. Then, when his perpetual tram- 
ping brought him to the other end of the shop, he would look at the 
shelves drowned In shadow, in which a few pieces of cloth were being 
finished off by mildew. It was a w idowed shop, those whom he loved 
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were gone, his business had come to a shameful end, he alone re- 
mained. carrying his dead heart and his broken pride about with bm 
through these catastrophes. He was looking up at the black filing, 
listening to the silence coming from the darkness m the bttle dmmg- 
room the family nook which he had loved in the past even down to 
its stale smell. There was not a breath left in the ancient dwelling, and 
his regular, heavy footsteps made the old walls echo, as if he was 

walking on the tomb of all he had loved. 

Finally Denise broached the subject which had brought her there. 
‘Uncle, you can’t stay here like this. You must make up your 

mind.’ 

Without halting his walk, he replied: 

‘Certainly, but what’s to be done? I’ve tried to sell, no one came. 
My God! One day I’ll just shut the shop and go away.' 

She knew that there was no longer any danger of him being de- 
clared bankrupt. In the face of such relentless misfortune, his cred- 
itors had preferred to come to an agreement. Her uncle would simply 

find himself in the street, with everything paid. ^ • i f 

‘But what will you do. then?’ she murmured, trying to tlunk or 
some way of coming to the offer which she did not dare put forward. 
‘I don’t know,’ he replied. ‘I suppose someone will pick up my 

He had changed his course, and was walking.from the dining-room 
to the shop windows; each time he reached them, he contemplated 
the pitiful windows and their forgotten display with a dejected gaze. 
He did not even look up at the triumphant facade of the Bonheur des 
Dames, its architectural lines disappearing to the right and left at 
either end of the street. He was prostrate; he no longer had the 

strength to lose his temper. 

‘Listen. Uncle.’ Denise said finally in embarrassment. Perhaps 

there might be a job for you. . . . 

She began afresh, blurting out: ^ 

‘Yes, I’ve been asked to offer you a job as a shopwalker. 

‘Well, where?’ asked Baudu. 

‘Why! There! Over the way. ... At our place. ... Six thousand 

francs, it isn’t tiring work.’ ^ - a • 

Suddenly he came to a standstill, facing her. But, instead of flying 
into a rage as she had feared, he became very pale, overcome with a 

painful emotion, with bitter resignation. 

‘Over the way, over the way.’ he muttered several times. You 
want me to go and work over the way?’ 
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Denise herself was overcome by the same emotion. She looked 
back on the long struggle between the two shops, was present again 
at the funeral processions of Genevieve and of Madame Baudu. she 
could see before her eyes the Vieil Elbeuf overthrown, massacred 
where it stood by the Bonheur des Dames. And the idea of her uncle 
going to work over the way, walking about there in a while tie. made 
her gorge rise with pity and resentment. 

‘Come now. Denise, my dear, how could I?’ he said simply, fold- 
ing his pathetic trembling hands as he did so. 

‘No. no. uncle!’ she exclaimed, with an upsurge of her whole up- 
right, honest being. ‘It would be wrong Forgive me. I beg of you.’ 

He had started walking up and down again, once more his tread 
was shaking the sepulchral void of the house. And when she left him. 
he was still walking, walking with the obstinate restlessness of deep 
despair, which goes round and round in circles without ever being 
able to escape. 

That night, Denise once more could not sleep. She had now 
plumbed the depths of her impotence. She could do nothing to relieve 
the distress even of her own family. She had to witness to the bitter 
end the inexorable w’orkings of life, which mu.st have death in order 
that it may be continually rencw'cd. She no longer fought against it. 
she accepted this rule of the struggle: but her woman’s heart was 
filled with compassion, moved to tears and brotherly love for the 
whole of suffering humanity. For years she had been caught in the 
wheels of the machine. Had she not shed her own blood in it? Had 
she not been bruised, driven out, heaped with insults? Even nowa- 
days she was sometimes panic-stricken at feeling her.sclf singled out 
by a logical sequence of events. .She was so frail, why should it be 
her? Why should her small hand suddenly carry so much weight in 
the monster’s task? And the force which was sweeping all before it 
was carrying her away loo. in her turn, she whose coming was to be 
a revenge. Mouret had invented this mechanism for crushing people, 
the brutal working of which arou.scd her indignation; he had strewn 
the neighbourhood with ruins, he had despoiled some and killed 
others; yet she loved him in spile of it for the grandeur of his achieve- 
ment; and each lime he committed some fresh excess of power, not- 
withstanding the flood of tears which overwhelmed her at the thought 
of the misery of the vanquished, which was sacro.sancl. she loved him 
even more. 


XIV 


Xh K Rue du Dix-Ddcembre. brand new, was stretching out with its 
chalk-white houses and the last scaffoldings of a few buildings which 
were behind schedule, beneath a limpid February sky; a stream, a 
broad conquering procession of vehicles was going along through 
the middle of the new opening, full of light, which was cutting 
throueh the dank shade of the ancient Saint-Roch district; and be- 

w 

tween the Rue de la Michodiere and the Rue de Choiseul there was 
a regular riot, the crush made by a crowd of people which had been 
raised to fever heat by a month of advertisement, and was looking up 
and gaping at the monumental facade of the Bonheur des Dames. It 
was going to be opened on that Monday, on the occasion of a great 
exhibition of household linen. 

There was a vast expanse of polychrome architecture, gay in its 
freshness and heightened with gold, which heralded the din and glare 
of business inside, attracting the eye as if it were a gigantic display 
blazing with the most brilliant colours. On the ground floor, so as not 
to kill the effect of the materials in the shop windows, the decora- 
tions were sombre: the base of the building was of sea-green marble 
— the corner piles and supporting columns were inlaid with black 
marble, the severity of which was lightened by gilded tablets; and 
everything else was of plate glass in a framework of metal — nothing 
but glass, which seemed to open up the depths of the galleries and 
halls to the daylight of the street. But, as the storeys rose up, the tones 
lit up and became more dazzling. Mosaics stretched out in the frieze 
on the ground floor — a garland of red and blue flowers alternating 
with slabs of marble on which the names of various wares were 
carved — encircling the colossus, going on to infinity. Next, the base 
of the first floor, made of glazed bricks, was in its turn supporting the 
glass of the broad bay windows as far up as the frieze, which consis- 
ted of gilded shields bearing the coats of arms of French towns, and 
dc.signs in terra-cotta, the glazing of which repeated the clear tones 
of the ba.se. Finally, at the very top. the entablature burst out as if 
it was a flamboyant blossoming of the whole shop front, the mosaics 
and ceramics reappeared in warmer colouring, the zinc of the gutters 
was cut in a pattern and gilded, statues representing the great indus- 
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trial and manufacturing cities were lined up on the acrotcriuni, ihcir 
delicate silhouettes standing out against the sky. The sightseers were 
above all marvelling at the central door, which was as high as a tri- 
umphal arch; it too was decorated with an abundance of mosaics and 
ceramics, and surmounted with an allegorical group — Woman, being 
dressed and embraced by a laughing flight of little Cupids — the fresh 
gilding of which was glinting in the sun. 

As two o'clock approached, the police had to move the crowd on 
and keep an eye on the parking of vehicles. The palace was built, the 
temple to Fashion’s madness for spending had been set up. It domin- 
ated a whole neighbourhood and cast its shadow over it. .Already the 
wound left on its flank by the demolition of Bourras’s hovel had 
healed so completely that one would have searched in vain for the 
place where that ancient wart had been; in superb isolation the four 
shop fronts ran the length of four streets without a break. On the 
opposite pavement the Vicil Elbcuf. which had been clo.sed since 
Baudu’s admittance into a home for the aged, was walled up like a 
tomb behind the shutters which were no longer taken down; little by 
little the wheels of cabs were bespattering them, in the rising wave 
of publicity they were being drowned under posters which glued them 
together and which seemed to be the flnal act in the burial of the old 
way of business: and. in the middle of that dead shop window soiled 
and bespattered by the street, motley with the rags and tatters of the 
Parisian turmoil, an immense yellow poster was displayed like a flag 
planted on a conquered empire. It was brand new. and in lellers two 
feet high it announced the great sale at the Bonheur dcs Dames. It 
was as if. after its successive extensions, the colossus had been seized 
with shame and repugnance for the murky neighbourhood into which 
it had been born without any pretensions and which it had later mas- 
sacred. and w'as now turning its back on it. leaving the mud of its 
narrow streets behind it. and looking out on to the sunny thorough- 
fare of the new Paris with the face of one who had risen in the world. 
Now. as it was represented in the picture on the advertisements, 
it had swollen, like the ogre in the fairy-tale whose shoulders 
threatened to brctik through the clouds. First, in the foreground of 
this picture, the Rue du Dix-D(^ccmbrc. the Rue de la Michodiere 
and the Rue Monsigny were shown full of little black figures and 
stretching out inordinately, as if to open up the way for customers 
from all over the world. Then, the buildings themselves, of which a 
bird's eye view was given, were of an exaggerated vastness, with their 
main roofs indicating the position of the covered galleries and their 
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courtyards with glass roofs through which the halls could be dis- 
cerned. a limitless lake of glass and zinc shining in the sunshine. Be- 
yond. Paris stretched out, but a Paris which was dwarfed and eaten 
up by the monster: the houses surrounding it had the humility of 
thatched cottages, and were scattered beyond it in a dust of blurred 
chimneys; the monuments seemed to be melting away, two strokes 
of the pen on the left-hand side indicated Notre-Dame. there was a 
circumflex accent on the right for the Invalides, and the Pantheon in 
the background was lost and shamefaced, no bigger than a pea. The 
skyline was fading away in dust, it had become nothing but a frame 
to the picture to be treated with scorn, and its distant blurred outlines 
indicated that it, too, as far away as the heights of Chatillon and the 
open country, was enslaved. 

The crowd had been growing from the morning onwards. No other 
shop had stirred up the town with such a racket of publicity. Now- 
adays the Bonheur was spending nearly six hundred thousand francs 
on posters, advertisements and appeals of every kind each year; the 
number of catalogues sent out was reaching four hundred thousand, 
more than a hundred thousand francs’ worth of materials was being 
cut up into patterns. Newspapers and walls were completely overrun 
with advertisements, the mass of the public were assailed as if by 
a monstrous brass trumpet relentlessly blazoning the hubbub of huge 
sales to the four corners of the globe. In future, too, the shop front 
itself, outside which people were crushing each other, would become 
a living advertisement, with its variegated and gilded luxury of a 
bazaar, its windows broad enough to display the whole gamut of 
women's clothes, its shop signs lavishly distributed everywhere, from 
the marble slabs of the ground floor right up to the sheets of iron 
arched over the roofs — shop signs which were painted, engraved, 
carved, uncoiling the gold of their streamers on which the name of 
the shop could be read in sky-blue letters, cut out of the blue of the 
air. In order to celebrate the opening, banners and flags had been 
added as well; c<ich storey was decked with banners and standards 
bearing the arms of the principal towns of France; while right at 
the top the flags of foreign nations, hoisted on flag poles, were 
flapping in the wind of heaven. Finally, downstairs in the shop 
windows, the display of household linen was of a blinding intensity. 
It was a strain on the eyes, there was nothing but white, a complete 
trousseau and a mountain of sheets on the left, and curtains forming 
chaj^els and pyramids of handkerchiefs on the right; and. beUveen 
the ‘hangings’ at the doonvay — length of linen, of calico, of muslin. 
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falling in sheets, like falls of snow — there were clothed figures made 
of sheets of bluish cardboard, a young bride and a lady in evening 
dress, both life-size and dressed in real lace and silk, smiling witli 
their painted faces. A circle of gapers was ceaselessly forming and 
reforming, amazement mixed with desire was mounting in the crowd. 

The Bonheur des Dames was also arousing curiosity because of a 
calamity which was the talk of Paris, a fire which had burnt down 
the Quatre Saisons, the big shop which Bouthemont had opened 
scarcely three weeks earlier near the Op6ra. The newspapers were 
crammed with details: how the fire had been started by a gas explos- 
ion during the night, how the terrified sales-girls had fled in their 
night-dresses, how Bouthemont had been heroic and had carried five 
of them to safety on his shoulders. In any case, the enormous losses 
were covered by insurance, and the public was beginning to shrug its 
shoulders, saying that it had been a splendid advertisement. For the 
moment public attention, fired by the stories which were going round 
and occupied to the point of obsession by these emporiums which 
were acquiring such importance in public life, was flowing back to 
the Bonheur again. That fellow Moiiret had nothing but luck! Paris 
was hailing his star and rushing to see him standing there erect, with 
all competition at his feet, swept there by the conspiring flames; and 
people were already calculating the season’s profits, estimating how 
much the enforced closing of the rival shop was going to increase the 
flow of the crowd through the doors of the Bonheur. For a moment 
he had been a prey to anxieties, worried at feeling he had against him 
a woman, that same Madame Desforges to whom, to a certain extent, 
he owed his fortune. The financial dilettantism of Baron Hartmann, 
who had put money into both businesses, also irritated him. And he 
was, above all. exasperated at not having had the same idea of gen- 
ius as Bouthemont. for that hedonist had just had his shop blessed 
by the vicar from the Madeleine, accompanied by all his clergy. It 
had been an astounding ceremony, religious rites were paraded 
through the silk and glove departments, God had landed up amongst 
women’s knickers and corsets: it is true that this had not prevented 
the whole shop being burnt down, but it had had such an effect on 
society customers that it had been worth a million advertisements. 
Ever since then Mourct had been dreaming of getting hold of the 
Archbishop. 

Meanwhile, the clock over the doorway was striking three. It was 
the afternoon crush, nearly a hundred thou.sand customers were suf- 
focating in the galleries and halls. Outside, from one end of Uie Rue 
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du Dix-D^cembre to the other, carriages were waiting; and, towards 
the Op6ra, another solid block of vehicles was occupying the blind 
alley where the avenue which was to be built would eventually start. 
Ordinary cabs were mingling with gentlemen’s broughams, coach- 
men were waiting among the wheels, rows of horses were whinnying, 
shaking their glinting curbs, which were lit up by the sun. The ranks 
were endlessly reforming in the midst of summonses from the ostlers 
and the jostling of the animals which were moving closer to each 
other as fresh vehicles were incessantly arriving. Pedestrians were 
fleeing to street-islands in startled bands and. in the vanishing per- 
spective of the broad, straight thoroughfare, the pavements were 
black with people. Between the white buildings the clamour was 
mounting, and above that rolling human river there hung the soul of 
Paris, an enormous, gentle breath, the gigantic embrace of which 
could be fell. 

Outside one of the windows Madame de Boves, accompanied by 
her daughter Blanche and Madame Guibal, was looking at a display 
of semi-macle-up suits. 

‘Oh. do look!’ she said, ‘those linen suits, for nineteen francs 

seventv-fivel’ 

# 

In their square cardboard boxes, the suits, tied up with a ribbon, 
w’ere folded so as to show only the trimmings, embroidered with blue 
and red; and. across the corner of each box, a picture showed the 
garment already made up. being worn by a young lady looking like 
a princess. 

‘My goodness. It isn’t worth any more,' murmured Madame 
Guibal. ‘As soon as you get it in your hand you can see it’s just rags!’ 

Nowadays, since Monsieur de Boves had become tied to an arm- 
chair by attacks of gout, the two women were on intimate terms. The 
wife tolerated the mistress, on the whole preferring that the affair 
should take place in her own house, for she made a little pocket- 
money there by picking up sums of which her husband allowed him- 
self to be robbed, for he knew he had need of indulgence himself. 

'Well, let’s go in,’ Madame Guibal resumed. ‘We must have a look 
at their exhibition. . . . Didn’t vour son-in-law say he’d meet you in- 
side?’ 

Madame de Boves did not reply, her eyes were vague, and she 
was looking with absorption at the line of carriages which, one by 
one, were opening their doors and releasing more and more 
customers. 

‘Yes.’ said Blanche in the end, in her lifeless voice. ‘Paul is going 
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to pick us up at about four in the reading-room, when he leaves the 
Ministry.’ 

They had been married for a month, and Vallagnosc. followinc a 
three weeks’ leave spent in the Midi, had just returned to his job. 
The young woman already had the heavy build of her mother, her 
flesh had become puffier and had been somehow coarsened by mar- 
riage. 

‘Why, there’s Madame Desforges over there!’ the Countess ex- 
claimed, her eyes on a brougham which was drawing up. 

‘Oh. do you think so?’ murmured Madame Guibal. ‘After all that 
business. . . . She must be still mourning the fire at the Quatre Sai- 
sons.’ 

Nevertheless it was indeed Henriette. She caught sight of the 
ladies, and came towards them gaily, hiding her defeat beneath the 
polished ease of her manners. 

‘Why! Yes! I wanted to get an idea. . . . It’s better to see for one- 
self, isn’t it? Oh! Monsieur Mouret and I are still good friends, al- 
though they say he’s furious since I’ve had an interest in the rival 
shop. ... So far as I’m concerned, there’s only one thing I can’t for- 
give him. and that’s having encouraged that marriage, you know, that 
man Joseph and my prot6g(Se. Mademoiselle de Tontenailles. . . .’ 

‘What! Has it come off?’ Madame dc Boves broke in ‘How 
awful!’ 

Yes. my dear, and solely in order to put us in our place. I know 
him, he wanted to show that our society girls are only good for 
marrying his porters.’ 

She was growing animated. All four of them were standing on the 

lavement, in the middle of the scrimmage at the entrance. Little by 

little however, they were being caught up in the stream; and they 

^ nothing but abandon themselves to the current, they went 

through the door as if they had been lifted up. without realizing they 

^d done so, talking more loudly in order to make themselves heard. 

Now they were asking each other for news of Madame Marty. It was 

said that poor Monsieur Marty, following some violent family 

scenes, had just been struck down with megalomania: he would draw 

out treasures by the handful from the earth; he would empty 

gold mines and load up tumbrels with diamonds and precious 
stones. 

Poor fellow!' said Madame Guibal. ‘He who was always so 
shabby-Iooking and humble, like the poor tutor he was! And what 
about his wife?’ 
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‘She’s living on an uncle at the moment,’ Henriette replied. ‘A 
nice kind, old uncle who went to live in her house when he lost his 
wife. . . . In any case, she should be here, we’ll see her.’ 

The ladies stood stock still with surprise. Before them stretched 
out the shop, the vastest shop in the world, according to the adver- 
tisements. By now the great central gallery ran from one end of it to 
the other, opening into the Rue du Dix-D6cembre and the Rue 
Neuve-Saint-Augustin; while to the right and left, like the side aisles 
in a church, the Monsigny gallery and the Michodiere gallery, which 
were narrower, also ran the whole length of the two streets without 
interruption. From place to place, amidst the metal framework of 
the hanging staircases and suspension bridges, the halls widened out 
into squares. The interior plan had been changed round: now, the 
remnants were on the Rue du Dix-D^embre side, the silks were in 
the middle, the gloves occupied the Saint-Auguslin Hall at the back; 
and when one looked up from the new main entrance hall one could 
still see the bedding, moved from one end of the second floor to the 
other. The enormous number of departments had risen to fifty; many 
of them, brand new. were being opened that day: others, which had 
become too important, had simply had to be split up in order to 
facilitate selling; and. because of the steady increase in business, the 
staff itself had just been brought up to three thousand and forty-five 
employees for the new season. 

It was the stupendous sight of the great exhibition of household 
linen which was holding up the ladies. First of all. surrounding them, 
there was the entrance hall, with light windows, and paved with 
mosaics, in V\'hich displays of inexpensive goods were drawing the 
voracious crowd. Next there were galleries leading out, of a dazzling 
whiteness like a polar vista, a whole snow 7 region unfolding with the 
endlessness of steppes draped with ermine, a mass of glaciers lit up 
beneath the sun. The same whiteness as that in the outside win- 
dows was repeated there, but it was heightened and on a colossal 
scale, burning from one end of the enormous nave to the other with 
the white blaze of a conflagration at its height. There was nothing but 
white, all the white goods from every department, an orgy of white, 
a white star the steady radiance of which was blinding at first, and 
made it impossible to distinguish any details in the midst of this un- 
paralleled whiteness. Soon the eyes grew accustomed to it: to the left 
in the Monsigny gallery there stretched out w'hite promontories of 
linens and calicoes, white rocks of sheets, table-napkins and hand- 
kerchiefs; while in the Michodiere gallery on the right, occupied by 
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the haberdashery, hosiery and woollens, white edifices were displayed 
made of pearl buttons; there was a huge set-piece made of white 
socks, a whole hall covered with white swansdown and lit up from 
above by a shaft of light. But the main source of light was that radi- 
ating from the central gallery, where the ribbons and fichus, the 
gloves and silks were situated. The counters disappeared beneath the 
white of silks and ribbons, of gloves and fichus. Around the iron 
pillars froths of white muslin were twining up. knotted from place to 
place with white scarves. The staircases were decked with white 
draperies, draperies of piqu6 alternating with dimity, which ran all 
along the banisters, encircling the halls right up to the second floor; 
and the ascending whiteness w-as taking wing, thronging and disap- 
pearing like a flight of swans. From the domes the whiteness w'as fall- 
ing back again in a rain of eiderdow'n, a sheet of huge flakes 
of snow: white blankets and white coverlets were waving in the air, 
hung up like banners in a church; long streams of pillow-lace were 
mterlaccd and seemingly suspended like sw'arms of white butterflies 
ummmg there motionless; laces were quivering everywhere float- 
wLp^hr^®?N against a summer sky. filling the air with their 

^nt made of white curtains hanging down from the glass roof which 
was the miracle, the altar of this cult of white. There were muslins 

dercriidlpT’'' sumptuous embroi- 
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light itself. First came the mat whites of calico and linen, the dull 
whites of flannel and cloth; next came the velvets, the silks, the sat- 
ins, a rising scale, the white little by little lighting up, finishing in 
little flames around the breaks of the folds; and in the transparency 
of the curtains the white took wing, in the muslins and laces it be- 
came untrammelled light, and the tulles were so ethereal that they 
seemed to be the ultimate note, vanishing into nothing; while at the 
back of the gigantic alcove the silver in the lengths of oriental silk 
sang out above everything else. 

In the meantime, the shop was full of life, people were besieging 
the lifts, there was a tremendous crush in the buffet and the reading- 
room. a whole multitude was travelling through those snowy spaces. 
The crowd looked black, like December skaters on a lake in Poland. 
On the ground floor there was a dark surge ebbing back, in which 
nothing but fragile, delighted women’s faces could be seen. Through 
the fretwork of the iron frames, all up the staircases and on the sus- 
pension bridges, there was an endless ascent of little figures, seem- 
ingly straying among snowy peaks. The suffocating hot-house heat 
which confronted them on those icy heights came as a surprise. The 
buzz of voices made the deafening noise of a river full of drift-ice. 
On the ceiling the lavish gilding, the glass inlaid with gold, and the 
golden rosettes, were like a burst of sunshine, shining on the Alps of 
the great exhibition of white. 

‘Come, come,’ said Madame de Boves, ‘we must move on, all the 
same. We can't stay here for ever.* 

Inspector Jouve, standing near the door, had not taken his eyes off 
her since she had entered the shop. When she turned round their 
glances met. Then, as she started to walk off again, he let her get a 
little ahead, and then followed her at a distance, without appearing 
to lake anv further notice of her. 

‘Why!’ said Madame Guibal. slopping once more at the first cash- 
desk. “Those violets are a nice ideal’ 

She was speaking of the Bonheur’s new free gift, little bunches of 
while violets, bought in their thousands in Nice, and distributed to 
every customer who made even the smallest purchase; this was an 
idea of Mouret’s which there was a great fuss about in the news- 
papers. Boys in livery were standing near each cash-desk and hand- 
ing out the free gifts, under the supervision of a shopwalker. Gradu- 
ally the customers were becoming decked with flowers, the shop was 
filling up with these while bridal bouquets, all the women were carry- 
ing a penetrating perfume of flowers around with them. 
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‘Yes,’ murmured Madame Desforges in a jealous voice, ‘the idea’s 
all right.’ 

But, just as the ladies were about to move away, they heard two 
salesmen joking about the violets. One of them, tall and thin, was 
surprised: so it was coming off, was it, the chief’s marriage with the 
buyer in the children’s department? While the short, fat one was re- 
plying that no one knew for certain, but that they'd bought the flow- 
ers all the same. 

‘What!’ said Madame de Boves. 'Monsieur Mouret is getting mar- 
ried?’ 

‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it,* Henrielte replied, feigning indiffer- 
ence. ‘But anyway, everyone ends up by doing it.’ 

The Countess had thrown a sharp glance at her new friend. Now 
they both understood why Madame Desforges had come to the Bon- 
heur des Dames, in spite of the battles since the rupture between 
them. She was obviously giving way to an invincible urge to see and 
to suffer. 

‘I’ll stay with you.’ Madame Guibal, her curiosity aroused, said to 
her. ‘We’ll meet Madame de Boves again in the reading-room.’ 

‘Very well, let’s do that!’ the latter declared. ‘There’s some- 
thing I want to see about on the first floor. . . . Are you coming 
Blanche?’ 

And she went upstairs, followed by her daughter, while Inspector 
Jouve, still following her, took a neighbouring staircase, in order not 
to attract her attention. The other two were lost in the dense crowd 
on the ground floor. 

In the midst of the bustle of selling yet once more all the depart- 
ments were talking of nothing but the governor's love-affairs. The 
intrigue which had for months been giving the assistants, delighted 
by Denise’s long resistance, something to talk about, had just sud- 
denly come to a head: it had been learned the day before that the girl 
was leaving the Bonheur, in spite of Mourel’s entreaties, on the plea 
that she greatly needed a rc.sl. Opinion was divided: would she or 
wouldn’t she leave? From department to department bets of five 
francs were being laid that she would marry him the next Sunday. 
The crafty ones were staking a lunch on her marrying him in the end; 
and yet the others, those who believed that she would leave, were not 
risking their money without good reason cither. Assuredly, the young 
lady was in the strong position of an adored woman who refuses to 
yield; but the governor, on his side, was strong because of his wealth, 
his happiness as a widower, and his pride, which some final unreason- 
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able demand might provoke beyond measure. In any case, both 
factions agreed that the little sales-girl had conducted the affair with 
the skill of a courtesan of genius, and that she was playing her final 
card by giving him a choice: marry me, or I leave. 

Meanwhile Denise did not think of such things at all. She had 
never been either demanding or calculating. She had decided to leave 
precisely because of the opinions which, to her continual surprise, 
were being passed about her conduct. It was not as if she had willed 
it all, or had shown herself to be astute, flirtatious, or ambitious. She 
had simply turned up there, and she was the first to be surprised that 
anyone could love her like that. And why, even now. did people see 
cunning in her resolve to leave the Bonheur? Yet it was so natural! 
She was becoming a nervous wreck, she felt unbearable anguish, sur- 
rounded as she was by the everlasting gossip of the shop, by Mouret’s 
burning obsession, and faced with the struggle which she had to have 
with herself; and she preferred to go away, seized with tlie fear that 
she might give in one day and then regret it for the rest of her life. If 
these were skilful tactics, she was not aware of the fact, and she 
would ask herself in despair what she could do to avoid looking like 
a husband hunter. The idea of marriage now made her angry, she 
was resolved to go on saying no, always no. if he should carry his 
madness as far as that. She alone should suffer. The necessity for 
parting reduced her to tears; but, greatly courageous as she was, she 
repeated to herself that it was necessary, and that she would have no 
more peace or happiness if she were to act in any other way. 

When Mouret received her resignation, in his effort to contain him- 
self he remained silent and seemingly frigid. Then he curtly declared 
that he would give her a week to think it over before allowing her to 
do anything so silly. At the end of a week, when she brought the sub- 
ject up again and expressed her categorical desire to leave after the 
big sales, he did not lose his temper any more than he had before, he 
affected to talk reason: she was ruining her fortune, she would never 
again anywhere else get the same pxjsition as she occupied in his 
shop. Had she got another job in view, then? He was quite ready to 
give her the advantages which she was hoping to find elsewhere. 
When the girl replied that she had not yet looked for a job. but that, 
thanks to what she had already saved, she v/as hoping to have a 
month's rest at Valognes before doing so, he asked what would pre- 
vent her from coming back to the Bonheur after that, if it was only 
the care of her health which was obliging her to leave it. She remained 
silent, tortured by this interrogation. At that it occurred to him that 
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she was going to rejoin a lover, perhap>s a husband. Had she not con- 
fessed to him. one evening, that there was someone she loved? From 
that moment onwards he had carried the avowal he had dragged from 
her in a moment of distress deep in his heart, plunged in like a knife. 
If that man v/as going to marry her, she was abandoning everything 
in order to follow him: that explained her obstinacy. It was all over, 
he merely added in his icy voice that he would no longer detain her, 
since she could not tell him the real reasons for her departure. This 
callous conversation, which took place without anger, upset her more 
than the violent scene which she had foreseen. 

During the week which Denise still had to spend in the shop 
Mouret remained pale and tense. When going through the depart- 
ments he pretended not to see her; never had he seemed more de- 
tached. more buried in his work; and the bets began again; only the 
very brave dared risk a lunch on marriage. Meanwhile beneath this 
coldness which was so unusual for him. Mouret was hiding an appal- 
ling attack of indecision and suffering. Frenzy made the blood rush 
to his head: he saw red, he would dream of taking Denise by force, 
of keeping her by stifling her cries. Next, he would try to reason, he 
would try to think of practical ways of preventing her from going out 
of the door; but he was always confronted with his own powcrless- 
ness, filled with fury by his useless money and might. Nevertheless, 
in the midst of these mad projects, an idea was growing, little by little 
making itself felt, in spite of his feelings of rebellion. After the death 
of Madame Hddouin he had sworn not to rc-marry; having had his 
initial luck because of a woman, he was resolved from then on to 
make his fortune out of all women. It was a su]5crsiition with him, 
as it was with Bourdoncle, that the director of a big drapery store 
should be a bachelor if he wished to retain his male empire over the 
scattered desires of his nation of customers; once a wife was intro- 
duced there, the atmosphere would change, her smell would drive the 
others away. He was resisting the invincible logic of facts, he would 
rather have died than give in, he was overcome with sudden rage 
against Denise, sensing all too well that she was the revenge, and he 
was afraid that, on the day he married her. he would be broken like 
a straw, by the Eternal Feminine. Then he would gradually become 
faint-hearted again and would argue his reluctance away: what was 
there to be afraid of? She was so gentle, so sensible, that he could 
surrender himself to her without fear. Twenty times an hour the 
struggle would begin again in his torn being. Pride was irritating the 
wound, and he was finally losing what little reason he had left at the 
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thought that, even after that last surrender on his part, she might say 
no, still no, if she loved someone else. On the morning of the big sale 
he had not so far come to any decision, and Denise was leaving the 
next day. 

On that day, so it happened, when Bourdoncle went into Mouret’s 
office at about three o’clock as was his custom, he caught him un- 
awares, his elbows on the desk, his fists in his eyes, so absorbed that 
Bourdoncle had to touch him on the shoulder. Mouret raised his 
face wet with tears, they looked at each other and held out their 
hands; these men, who had fought so many commercial battles to- 
gether, embraced each other abruptly. For the past month, in any 
case, Bourdoncle’s attitude had been completely changed: he was 
giving way to Denise, he was even secretly pushing his chief into 
marriage. Doubtless he was manoeuvring in that way so as not to be 
swept away by a force which he now acknowledged to be superior. 
But. at the root of this change, there could also be discerned the a- 
wakening of a long-standing ambition, a frightened hope which was 
little by little growing, of devouring Mouret to whom he had kow- 
towed for so long, in his turn. Such a thought was in the very air, in 
the battle for existence, the continual massacres of which boosted 
the sales around him. He was carried away by the machine’s motion, 
seized by the same appetite as the others, by the voraciousness which, 
from the lowest to the highest, was spurring the thin on to exter- 
minate the fat. Nothing but a sort of religious fear, the religion of 
luck, had so far prevented him from taking his bite. And now the 
governor was becoming childish again, was slipping into an idiotic 
marriage, was going to kill his luck, spoil the charm he had for the 
customers. Why should he dissuade him from it, when it would then 
be so easy for him to pick up the inheritance of a man who was done 
for, who had fallen into the arms of a woman. Therefore, it was with 
a feeling of farewell, with compassion for a comradeship of long- 
standing. that he was shaking the hands of his chief, repeating as he 
did so: 

‘Come now, cheer up, confound it! Marry her, and have done 
with it.’ 

Mouret was already ashamed of his moment of weakness. He 
stood up. protesting. 

‘No, no, it's too silly. . . . Come along, we’ll go and make our 
tour of the shop. It’s going well, isn’t it? I believe it’ll be a splendid 
day.’ 

They went out and began their afternoon inspection, in the midst 

380 


of the departments congested with crowds. Bourdoncle was slip- 
ping side-glances at him. worried by this last spate of energy, study- 
ing his lips in order to catch the slightest lines of pain. 

The sale was indeed burning itself out hell for leather, making 
the shop shake like a great ship going full speed ahead. In Denise’s 
department a mob of mothers were crushing each other, trailing 
troops of little girls and boys who were drowning beneath the gar- 
ments which were being tried on them. The department had brought 
out all its white things, and there, as everywhere else, there was an 
orgy of white, enough white to clothe a whole troup of cupids feel- 
ing the cold: there were overcoats in white cloth, dresses in piqu6 
and nainsook and white cashmir, sailor suits, and there were even 
white zouave suits. Although it was not yet the season, there were 
displayed in the centre as a decoration first communion dresses and 
veils in while muslin, white satin shoes, a sparkling ethereal Huor- 
escence. as if an enormous bouquet of innocence and guileless 
ecstacy had been planted there. Madame Bourdelais, facing her 
three children who were sitting in order of size — Madeline, Edmond, 
Lucien— was losing her temper with the last named because he was 
struggling while Denise was striving to put a jacket made of nun’s- 
veiiing on him. 

‘Keep still, can’t you? Don’t you think it’s a little tight. Madem- 
oiselle?’ u I ■ 1 

With the straight look of a woman who cannot be taken in she 

was examining the material, criticizing the cut, and looking at the 
back of the seams. 

•No. it’s all right,’ she went on. ‘it’s quite a business when one has 
to dress these youngsters. . . . Now, I must have a coat for this big 
girl of mine.’ 

The department was being taken by assault and Denise herself 
had had to start selling. She was looking for the coat which was re- 
quired, when she gave a little exclamation of surprise. 

‘What! You! What on earth’s the matter?’ 

Her brother Jean, his hands encumbered with a parcel, was stand- 
ing in front of her. He had been married for a week, and on tlie pre- 
ceding Saturday his wife — who was small and dark with a charm- 
ing, anxious face — had paid a long visit to the Bonheur des Dames 
in order to make some purchases. The young couple were going to 
accompany Denise to Valognes; it was to be a real honeymoon a 
month’s holiday surrounded by memories of the past. 

‘Just fancy,’ he repealed, ‘Th6rese forgot masses of things. There 
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are some to be changed and others to be bought. ... So. as she s 

busy, she sent me with this parcel . . . I*U explain ’ 

But, catching sight of P6p6. she interrupted him. 

‘What! P6p6 too! What about school?* 

‘Well you see,’ said Jean, ‘after dinner on Sunday, yesterday, I 
didn't have the heart to take him back. He’ll go back to-mght. . . . 
The poor kid’s pretty sad at being left shut up in Pans, while we have 

an outing down there.’ , , 

In spite of her troubles, Denise was smiling at them. She handed 

Madame Bourdelais over to one of her sales-girls, then came back 
to them in a corner of the department which was fortunately thm- 
ning out. The children, as she still called them, had ^come ^eat 
strapping fellows. P6p6. at twelve years old. was alr^dy taller th^ 
she wasfand more solid, too: he was still untalkative. and thnved 
on affection, and in his school uniform he had a winning gentlene^ 
about him; whereas Jean was broad in the shoulder, and tower^ 
over her by a whole head; with his fair shock of hair swept back in 
the windswept style affected by artisans, he still had the beauty or 
a woman. And she. as thin as ever, no fatter than a sparrow as she 
said herself, had retained her authority over them like an anxious 
mother, treated them like little boys who needed looking after, and 
would re-button Jean’s overcoat so that he should not ^ 

tramp, and make sure that P6p6 had a clean handkerchief. That day, 
when she saw the latter looking at her reproachfully, she genUy lec- 
tured him. , . 

‘You must be sensible, my sweet. You can’t interrupt your studies. 

ril take you there in the holidays. ... Is there anything you d like 
to have now? Perhaps you'd rather I left you a little money. 

She turned back to Jean again. , , . . u- 

‘You know, dear, you make him worked up by letting him think 
we’re going to have a good time. Do try to have a little sense. 

She had given her elder brother half her savings, four thousand 
francs, to enable him to set up house. Her younger brother was cost- 
ing her a good deal at school and, as in the past, all her money was 
spent on them. They were her only reason for living and working. 

for she still swore that she would never marry. , , , 

‘Well, look.’ Jean resumed, ‘first of all in this parcel there s the 

tan coat which Th6rese ’ u * 

But he stopped short, and on turning round to see what was 

aweing him. Denise caught sight of Mouret standing behind them. 

For some little time he had been watching her standing between the 

382 


two strapping lads, mothering them, scolding them and kissing 
them, turning them round like babies having their clothes changed. 
Bourdoncle had remained in the background, apparently absorbed 
in the sale; but he lost nothing of the scene. 

‘They’re your brothers, aren’t they?’ asked Mourct after a silence. 

He spoke in his icy voice, with the stiff manner with which he ad- 
dressed her nowadays. Denise herself was making an effort to re- 
main cold. Her smile faded, she replied: 

‘Yes, Monsieur . . . I’ve married off the elder one, and his wife 
has sent him to me about some purchases.’ 

Mouret went on looking at the three of them. In the end he con- 
tinued. 

‘The younger one has grown a great deal. I recognize him, I re- 
member having seen him in the Tuileries one evening, with you.’ 

His voice, which was growing more hesitant, shook slightly. She. 
completely taken aback, bent down under the pretext of adjusting 
P6p6’s belt. The two brothers, pink in the face, were smiling at their 
sister’s employer. 

‘They’re like you,* the latter added. 

‘Oh!’ she exclaimed, ‘they’re better-looking than I ami’ 

For a moment he seemed to be comparing their faces. But he was 
at the end of his tether. How she loved them! He walked a few steps 
away; then he came back and said in her ear: 

‘Come up to my study after the sale. I want to talk to you before 
you leave.* 

This time Mouret did walk away and resumed his tour of inspec- 
tion. The battle within him was starting again, for now he was an- 
noyed that he had arranged a meeting. To what impulse had he 
yielded when he saw her with her brothers? It was insane, he no 
longer had the strength even to have a will of his own. Well, he’d 
get out of it by saying a word of farewell to her. Bourdoncle, who 
had rejoined him, seemed less anxious, though he was still studying 
him with sly glances. 

Meanwhile Denise had gone back to Madame Bourdelais. 

‘Well, is the coat all right?’ 

‘Yes. yes. it’s very nice. . . . Well, that’s enough for to-day. These 
little fellows are really ruinous!’ 

Denise was then able to slip away and listen to Jean’s explana- 
tions, and afterwards she accompani^ him through the departments, 
where he would certainly have lost his head. First of all there was 
the tan coat which Th6r^se, after thinking it over, wanted to change 
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for a white cloth coat, same size, same shape. Having taken the par- 
cel, the girl proceeded to the mantle department, followed by her 
two brothers. 

The department was displaying all its garments in pale colours, 
summer jackets and mantillas made of flimsy silk and fancy wool- 
lens. But the sale had moved elsewhere, and customers there were 
relatively sparse. Almost all the sales-girls were new. Clara had 
disappeared a month ago; according to some, she had been carried 
off by the husband of a customer, and according to others, she had 
sunk into debauch on the streets. As to Marguerite, she was at last 
going back to run the little shop in Grenoble, where her cousin was 
waiting for her. Madame Aur61ie alone remained there, unchang- 
ing in the bulging armour of her silk dress, and with her imperial 
mask which had the yellowish fleshiness of an antique marble statue. 
Nevertheless, her son Albert’s bad behaviour had left its mark on 
her, and she would have retired to the country but for the holes 
made in the family savings by that good-for-nothing, whose frightful 
debts bit by bit were even threatening to eat away their little estate 
at Les Rignolles. It seemed like a revenge for their broken home, for 
whilst the mother had started holding tasteful parties for women 
only again, the father, on his side, continued to play the horn. Bourd- 
oncle already had a dissatisfied eye on Madame Aur^lie, surprised 
that she had not the tact to retire: too old for selling! That knell 
would soon be tolling, sweeping away the Lhomme dynasty. 

‘Why. it’s you!’ she said to Denise with exaggerated graciousness. 
‘You want this coat to be changed, do you? Of course, immed- 
iately. ... Ah! So there are your brothers. They've grown into real 
men now!’ 

In spile of her pride, she would have gone down on her knees to 
do homage to Denise. In the mantle department, as in the other de- 
partments. they were talking of nothing but Denise’s departure; and 
the buyer was quite ill over it, for she counted on the protection of 
her erstwhile sales-girl. She lowered her voice. 

‘They say you're leaving us. . . . Come now, it isn’t really true?’ 

‘Yes, it is.’ replied the girl. 

Marguerite was listening. Since the date of her marriage had been 
fixed, she had been going about with a more supercilious expression 
than ever on her pasty face. She came up to them, saying: 

‘You’re quite right. Self-respect is more important than anything 
else, isn’t it? I bid you farewell, my dear.’ 

Some customers were arriving. Madame Aur^lie severely bade 
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her attend to the sale. Then, seeing Denise take the coat so as to 
make the ‘return’ herself, she protested, and called an assistant. It 
so happened that this was an innovation which Denise had suggested 
to Mouret; there were women whose duty it was to carry the goods 
in order that the sales-girls should be less tired. 

‘Kindly conduct Mademoiselle,’ said the buyer, handing the coat 
over to her. 

And. returning to Denise she said: 

‘Do think it over, won't you. We’re all very grieved at your de- 
parture.’ 

Jean and P6p6, who were waiting, smiling in the midst of the over- 
flowing stream of women, started once more to follow their sister. 

They now had to go to the trousseau department to get six chem- 
ises just like the half dozen which Therese had bought on Saturday. 
But, in the lingerie department, where a display of white was snow- 
ing from every shelf, there was a tremendous crush, and it was be- 
coming very diflicull to get through. 

First of all. in the corsets, a slight disturbance was making a crowd 
collect. Madame Boutarel, who had arrived from the Midi this lime 
with her husband and daughter, had been scouring the galleries 
since the morning in quest of a trousseau for the girl, who was get- 
ting married. The father had to be consulted all the time, and the 
business was endless. The family had just finally come to grief in the 
lingerie departments; and, while the young lady was engrossed in 
a detailed .study of knickers, the mother, having taken a fancy to 
some corsets herself, had disappeared. When in dismay Monsieur 
Boutarel. a big rcd-faccd man. abandoned his daughter in order to 
go and look for his wife, he finally found her again in a fitting-room 
outside the door of which he was politely asked to sit down. These 
rooms were narrow cells shut off with frosted glass doors and. be- 
cause of the exaggerated prudery of the management, men, even 
husbands, were not allowed to enter them, Sales-girls were going in 
and out of them briskly and each time they rapidly slammed the door 
they allowed a glimpse of visions of ladies in their chemises and petti- 
coats. with bare necks and arms, of fat women whose flesh was 
fading and of thin women the colour of old ivory. There was a row 
of men waiting on chairs, looking bored: Monsieur Boutarel, when 
he grasped the situation, had simply lost his temper, and had shouted 
that he wanted his wife, that he intended to know what they were 
doing to her, and that he would certainly not allow her to undress 
without him. Vainly they tried to calm him down: he appeared to 
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believe that something unseemly was going on inside. While the 
crowd debated the matter and laughed about it, Madame Boutarel 
was forced to reappear. 

After that, Denise and her brothers were able to get through. Every 
variety of women’s linen, all the white things which are hidden un* 
derneath, were displayed in a succession of rooms divided into dif- 
ferent departments. The corsets and bustles occupied one counter; 
there were stitched corsets, long-waisted corsets, armour-like boned 
corsets, above all white silk corsets with coloured fan stitching on 
them, of which a special display had been arranged that day; there 
was an army of dummies without heads or legs, nothing but torsos 
lined up, their dolls’ breasts flattened beneath the silk, and having 
the disconcerting lewdness of the disabled; and on neighbouring 
stands there were bustles of horsehair and jaconet, their enormous 
taught rumps forming extensions to the long rods and giving them 
outlines which had the indecency of a caricature. But beyond them, 
there began a scene of wanton undress garments littering the vast 
rooms as if a group of pretty girls had gone from department to 
department divesting themselves of their clothes as far as the very 
satin of their skin. On one side there were fine linen goods, white 
cuffs and scarves, fichus and w'hite collars, an infinite variety of frills 
and furbelows, a while froth escaping from the boxes and rising in a 
snow. On the other side there were camisoles, little bodices, tea- 
gowns. dressing-gowns, made of lawn, nainsook and lace, and long 
white garments, loose and diaphanous, which conjured up visions of 
long-drawn-out, lazy morning succeeding nights of love. And the 
clothes underneath were appearing, being shed one after another; 
there were white petticoats of every length, petticoats tight across 
the knees, and petticoats with a train sweeping the ground, a rising 
sea of petticoats, in which legs were drowning: then there were 
knickers of cambric, of linen and of pique: broad white knickers in 
which the haunclies of a man would have fitted loosely: lastly, there 
came tlie chemises, buttoned up to the neck for the night, and leav- 
ing the bosom bare for the day-time, held up only by narrow shoul- 
der-straps. and made of plain calico. Irish linen and cambric, the 
seventh veil slipping down from the bosom and all down the hips. 
The display in the trousseau department was lavish and indiscreet, 
it was Woman — from the lower middle class woman in plain linen 
to the rich lady smothered in lace — turned inside out and seen from 
below, a bed-chamber exposed to the public eye, and its hidden 
luxury, its tucks and embroideries and Valenciennes lace, became 
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more and more of a sensual debauch as they overflowed in costly 
caprices. And as Woman dressed herself again, the white billows of 
this flood of linen once more were hidden beneath the quivering 
mystery of skirts; the chemise stiffened by the dressmaker’s fingers, 
or the frigid knickers still folded as they had been in the box. and all 
that dead cambric and batiste lying dishevelled, strewn about and 
piled up on the counter, were soon to become alive with the life of 
flesh and blood, sweet-smelling and warm with the fragrance of love, 
a cloud of white which would become sacred, steeped in night, and 
of which the slightest flutter, the least pink flesh of a knee glimpsed 
in the depths of the whiteness, played havoc with the world. Beyond 
that there was still one more room, the baby linen, where the volup- 
tuous white of Woman lead to the guileless white of a child: inno- 
cence. joy. the sweetheart who wakes up a mother, infants’ vests 
made of fluffy quilting, flannel hoods, chemises and bonnets no big- 
ger than toys, and christening robes, and cashmir shawls, white 
down like a rain of fine while feathers. 

‘You know, they’re like chemises in the theatre.’ said Jean, who 
was entranced with delight at this unrobing, this spate of clothes 
into which he was sinking. 

In the trousseau department Pauline ran up immediately on catch- 
ing sight of Denise. And before she even asked what the latter 
wanted, she spoke to her in an undertone, very upset about the rum- 
ours which the whole shop was discussing. In her department, two 
sales-girls had even quarrelled, one insisting that she would leave, 
the other denying it. 

‘You’re staying with us. I’ve staked my head on it. . . . Why. what 
would become of me?’ 

And when Denise replied that she was leaving the next day. she 
said: 

‘No, no, you think you will, but I know you won’t. . . . Why! Now 
I’ve got a baby, you’ll have to get me made assistant buyer. Daug«5 
is counting on it. my dear.’ 

Pauline was smiling with an air of conviction. Then, she gave them 
the six chemises; and as Jean had said that they were now going on 
to the handkerchiefs, she also called another a.ssistant to carry the 
chemises and the coat left by the assistant from the mantle depart- 
ment. The girl who turned up was Mademoi.selle de Fontcnailles. 
who had recently married Joseph. She had just obtained this menial 
job as a favour, and was dressed in a big black overall marked on 
the shoulder with a number in yellow wool. 
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‘Kindly follow Mademoiselle,* said Pauline. 

Then, coming back and once more lowering her voice, she said 
to Denise: 

T’ll be assistant buyer, won*t I? It’s agreed!* 

Joking in her turn, Denise lau ghin gly gave her promise. Then she 
moved on and went downstairs with Pep6 and Jean, the three of 
them accompanied by the assistant. On the ground floor they found 
themselves in the woollens, one corner of a gallery was entirely hung 
with white duflel and flannel. Li^nard, whose father was vainly sum- 
moning back to Angers, was talking there with handsome Mignot, 
who had become a broker, and who had the nerve to reappear braz- 
enly in the Bonheur des Dames. Doubtless they were talking of 
Denise, for they both fell silent in order to greet her obsequiously. 
Indeed, as she advanced through the departments, the salesmen were 
growing excited and were bowing down before her, uncertain as to 
what she might be on the morrow. People were whispering, saying 
that she looked triumphant; and this had a fresh repercussion on the 
wagers, people began staking a bottle of Argenteuil wine and some 
fried fish on her. She had entered the household linen gallery in 
order to reach the handkerchief department at the end of it. It was 
an endless procession of white: the white of cotton, of dimity, of 
piques, of calicoes; the white of madapollam, nainsook, muslin and 
tarlatan; then, in enormous piles built of lengths of material alterna- 
ting like stones hewn in cubes, came the linens, coarse linens and 
fine linens of every width, white or unbleached, made from pure flax 
bleached in the meadows; then the whole thing began all over again 
and departments for every kind of made-up linen succeeded each 
other; there was household linen, table linen, kitchen linen, an end- 
less avalanche of white, there were sheets and pillow-cases, innumer- 
able different kinds of table-napkins and table-cloths, of aprons and 
dishcloths. And as Denise passed through, people were lining her way 
and the salutations were continuing. In the linen department Baug6 
had dashed fonvard to give her a smile, as if she was the well-loved 
queen of the shop. Finally, after having gone through the blankets 
department, a room decked with white banners, she went into the 
handkerchiefs, where the ingenious decorations were sending the 
crowd into ecstasies — it was all white columns, white pyramids, white 
castles, complicated architecture built up of nothing but handker- 
chiefs. handkerchiefs made of lawn, of cambric, of Irish linen, of 
Chinese silk, initialed handkerchiefs, handkerchiefs embroidered with 
satin-stitch, trimmed with lace, hemstitched, and with woven de- 
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signs on them, a whole town of white bricks of infinite variety, 
standing out like a mirage against an oriental sky warmed to white 
heat. 

'Another dozen, you say?’ Denise inquired of her brother. ‘It’s 
Cholets you want, isn't it?’ 

‘Yes, I think so, the same as this one,’ he replied, showing her a 
handkerchief in the parcel. 

Jean and Pepe had not left her side, but were still pressing close 
to her just as they had in the past v/hen. worn out from the journey, 
they had arrived in Paris. This vast shop, where she was at home, 
was confusing them; they were taking refuge behind her and, their 
childhood instinctively reawakening, were once more pulling them- 
selves under the protection of the sister wiio was a mother to them. 
People were watching them, smiling at the two strapping lads — at 
Jean who was scared in spile of the fact that he had a beard, and 
at Pdpd bewildered in his tunic — following in the footsteps of the 
slight, serious-looking girl, all three of them now with the same fair 
hair — fair hair which made people from one end of the department 
to the other whisper as they passed: 

‘They’re her brothers . , . they're her brothers . . . .’ 

While Denise was looking fora saic.sman, an encounter look place. 
Mourct and Bourdoncle were coming into the gallery; and just as the 
former w'as once more coming to a standstill facing the girl without, 
however, saying a word to her, Madame Desforges and Madame 
Guibal passed by. Hcnrielle rcprc.ssed the tremor which had shaken 
her w'holc body. She looked at Mouret, then she looked at Denise. 
They, too. had looked at her; this w'as the silent fall of the curtain, 
a glance exchanged in the bustle of a crowd, the common end of 
violent emotional dramas. Mouret had already moved on. while 
Denise disappeared at the far end of the department, still searching 
for a free salesman, and still accompanied by her brothers. Then 
Henriette, who had recognized the assistant follow’ing the three of 
them, with a yellow number on her shoulder and her mask-like face 
coarse and ashen like that of a servant, to be Mademoiselle de Fonl- 
enailles. relieved her feelings by saying to Madame Guibal in an 
irritated voice: 

‘Just look what he’s done to that poor girl. Isn’t it a shame? A 
marquise! And he forces her to follow the creatures he’s picked up 
off the pavements as if she was a dog.’ 

She tried to regain her composure, and putting on an air of in- 
difference added: 
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'Let’s go and have a look at their sUk display.* 

The silk department was like a great room dedicated to love, hung 
with white by the whim of a woman in love who, snowy in her nudity, 
wished to compete in whiteness. All the milky pallors of an adored 
body were assembled there, from the velvet of the hips, to the fine 
silk of the thighs and the shining satin of the breasts. Lengths of 
velvet were hung between the columns, and against that creamy- 
white background silks and satins stood out in hangings of metallic 
whiteness and the whiteness of porcelain; and there were silk poults 
and Sicilian grosgrains, too, light foulards and surahs, falling in fes- 
toons and ranging from the pasty whiteness of a Norwegian girl to 
the transparent whiteness of a redhead from Italy or Spain warmed 
by the sun. 

Favier was just measuring some white foulard for the ‘pretty lady*, 
that elegant blonde who was a regular customer in the department 
and to whom the salesmen never referred except by that name. She 
had been coming there for years, and they sUU knew nothing about 
her, neither what sort of life she led, nor her address, nor even her 
name. No one, moreover, ever tried to find out, although all of them 
made guesses about it each time she appeared, just for the sake of 
talking. She was getting thinner, she was getting fatter, she had slept 
well, or she must have gone to bed late the day before; and each 
small occurrence of her unknown life — events outside, dramas at 
home — therefore had a repercussion which would be commented on 
at length. On that day she appeared to be very gay. And Favier. when 
he came back from the cash-desk whither he had accompanied her, 
imparted his ideas to Hutin. 

‘She’s probably getting married again,’ he said. 

‘Why. is she a widow?’ asked the other. 

‘1 don’t know. . . . Only, don't you remember the time she was in 
mourning. . . . Unless perhaps she’s made some money on the stock 
exchange,’ 

Silence reigned. Then he concluded: 

‘It’s her business. What would happen if we called all the women 
who came here by their Christian names. . . .’ 

But Hutin appeared to be thoughtful. He had had, two days earlier, 
a sharp dispute with the management, and he felt himself condemned. 
After the big sale, his dismissal was certain. His job had been shaky 
for a long time; at the last stock-taking he had been reproached for 
not having reached the turnover fixed in advance; and, above all, 
there was still the slow pressure of appetites devouring him in his 
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turn, a whole secret war in the department throwing him out, form- 
ing part of the very motion of the machine. Favier’s hidden work 
was making itself heard; there was a loud sound of hungry jaws, 
muffled underground. The latter had already been promised that he 
would be made buyer. Hutin. who was aware of all this, instead of 
going for his old friend, now considered him to be very clever. Such 
a cold fish, with such a docile manner, of whom he had himself made 
use in order to wear down Robineau and Bouthemont! He was over- 
whelmed with surprise mingled with respect. 

‘By the way.’ Favier went on. ‘you know she’s staying on. Some- 
one’s just seen the governor making sheep’s eyes ... I stand to lose 
a bottle of champagne. I do.’ 

He was talking of Denise. Gossip was spreading more rapidly than 
ever from one counter to another, across the endlessly swelling 
stream of customers. The silk department, especially, was in an up- 
heaval. for heavy bets had been laid there. 

‘Confound it!’ Hutin blurted out, waking as if from a dream. 
‘What a fool I was not to sleep with her! I’d be in clover to-day if I 

had!’ 

Then, seeing Favier laughing, he blushed at his confession. He 
pretended to laugh loo. adding, in order to make up for sshat he had 
said, that it was that creature who had done for him in the eyes of 
the management. All the same, a need for violent action was over- 
whelming him. and he ended by losing his temper with the salesmen 
who had dispersed beneath the customers’ assault. But suddenly he 
began to smile again: he had just caught sight of Madame Desforges 
and Madame Guibai slowly going through the department. 

‘There’s nothing you need to-day, Madame?’ 

‘No thank you,’ Henrietle replied. ‘’V'ou see. I'm just walking 
round. I only came to-day out of curiosity.’ 

Having stopped her, he lowered his voice. A whole plan was 
springing up in his head, and so he humoured her. by running down 
the shop: he had had quite enough of it, he would rather leave than 
stay on any longer in such chaos. She was listening to him, delighted. 
It was she who. thinking she was stealing him from the Bonheur. 
offered to get him taken on by Bouthemont as buyer in the silk 
department, when the Qualre Saisons was refitted. The deal was 
clinched, both of them whispering in undertones, while Madame 
Guibai was investigating the displays. 

‘May I offer you one of these bunches of violets?’ Hutin went on. 
pointing to a table where there were three of four gift bunches. 
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which he had procured for his own personal presents from one of 
the cash-desks. 

‘Oh. no, what an idea! I don’t want to join the wedding party!’ 

They understood each other. They separated, still laughing with 
understanding glances. 

As Madame Desforges was looking for Madame Guibal, she gave 
an exclamation, for she had caught sight of her with Madame Marty. 
The latter, followed by her daughter Valentine, had spent two hours 
in the shop, carried away by one of those fits of spending which left 
her tired out and ashamed. She had combed the furniture depart- 
ment, which had been transformed by a display of white enamelled 
furniture into a young girl’s bedroom, and the ribbon and fichu de- 
partment, where there were colonnades covered with white awnings; 
and the haberdashery and trimming departments, where white fringes 
framed ingenious trophies painstakingly built up out of cards of 
buttons and packets of needles; and finally the hosiery, where that 
year there was a tremendous crush of people wanting to see an 
immense decorative design: the glorious name of the Bonheur des 
Dames in letters three yards high, made of white socks against a 
background of red socks. But Madame Marty was fired above all by 
the new departments; a department could not be opened without her 
going to inaugurate it; she would rush there, buying in spite of every- 
thing. She had spent an hour in the millinery department, which had 
been installed in a new salon on the first floor, having cupboards 
emptied for her. taking hats from the mushrooms made of Brazilian 
rosewood with which the two tables there were decked, and trying 
them all on, together with her daughter — white hats, white bonnets, 
white toques. Then she had gone downstairs again to the shoe de- 
partment beyond the ties at the far end of one of the downstairs gal- 
leries. a department which had been opened that very day; she had 
ransacked the show-cases, seized with morbid desire at the sight of 
white silk mules trimmed with swansdown and shoes and boots of 
white satin on high Louis XV heels. 

‘Oh, my dear!’ she was stammering, ‘you really can’t imagine! 
They’ve got a marvellous assortment of bonnets. I’ve chosen one for 
myself and one for my daughter . . . and what about tlie shoes, eh? 
Valentine. . . 

‘It’s fantastic!’ added the girl, as lacking in shyness as a mature 
woman. ‘There are boots at twenty francs fifty. . . . Oh, what boots!* 

A salesman was following them, dragging the inevitable chair on 
which a heap of goods was already piling up. 
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‘How is Monsieur Marty?’ asked Madame Desforges. 

‘Not too bad, I believe,’ replied Madame Marty, flustered by this 
sudden question which struck a jarring note in her fever of spending. 
*He‘s still away, my uncle was supposed to go to see him this morn- 
ing. . . 

But she broke off and gave an exclamation of ecstasy: 

‘Do look, isn’t that adorable?’ 

The ladies who had advanced a few steps, were now standing 
facing the new floNver and feather department, which had been in- 
stalled in the central gallery between the silks and the gloves. There 
a vast blossoming lay under the bright light from the glass roof, a 
white sheaf as tall and broad as an oak tree. Clusters of flowers 
decorated the base — violets. li!ies-of-ihe-vallcy. hyacinths, daisies, 
all the delicate whites of a flower-bed. Then, higher up. there were 
bunches of while roses softened with a toucii of flesh-colour, huge 
while peonies barely tinted with carmine, white chrysanthemums 
in delicate sprays starred with yellow. The flowers went up and 
up. there were great mystical lilies, branches of spring apple 
blossom, sheafs of fragrant lilac, and endless blossoming which, on 
a level with the first floor, was crowned with plumes of ostrich 
feathers, white feathers which seemed to be the breath flying aw-ay 
from this crowd of flowers. The whole of one corner was devoted to 
a display of trimmings and wreaths made of orange blossom. There 
were flowers made of metal, silver thistle and silver ears of corn. In 
and out the foliage and corolla? surrounded by muslin, silk and vel- 
vet. in which drops of gum were made to look like drops of dew. 
there flew birds of paradise for hats, purple langaras with black tails 
and septicolours with shimmering breasts, shot with all the colours 
of the rainbow. 

*I must buy a bunch of apple blossom.’ Madame Marly went on. 
‘It’s delightful, isn’t it. . . . And that little bird, do look. Valentine. 

Oh! ni get it!’ 

In the meantime Madame Guibal was getting bored at slaying 
there motionless, in the swirl of the crowd. Finally she said: 

‘Very well! We’ll leave you to your purchases. The rest of us arc 
going upstairs.* 

‘Oh no, wait for me!’ the other exclaimed. ‘I'm going upstairs 
again loo . . . the perfumery is up there. I must go to the perfumery.’ 

This department, which had only just been created, was next door 
to the reading-room. Madame Desforges. in order to avoid the crush 
on the stairs, talked of taking the lift, but they had to abandon the 
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attempt, there was a queue of people at the door. They got there in 
the end by going through the buffet, where there was such a mob 
that a shopwalker had been obliged to curb people’s appetites by 
only allowing the gluttonous customers to enter in small groups at 
a time. Even in the buflfet the ladies began to smell the perfumery 
department, the penetrating scent of a sachet was making the 
gallery fragrant. People there were discussing a soap, the Bonheur 
soap, a speciality of the shop. Inside the glass counters and on the 
small crystal shelves of the show-cases pots of pomades and creams 
were lined up, boxes of powder and rouge, phials of oils and toilet 
waters: while the delicate brushware. combs, scissors and pocket 
flasks, occupied a special cupboard. The salesmen had used their 
ingenuity to decorate the display with all their white china pots, with 
all their white glass phials. People were enraptured by a silver foun- 
tain in the centre, a shepherdess standing in a harvest of flowers, from 
which a continuous trickle of violet water was flowing, tinkling 
musically in the metal basin. The exquisite scent was spreading 
everywhere, and as they passed the ladies soaked their handker- 
chiefs with it. t ' u 

‘There!’ said Madame Marty, when she had loaded herself up with 

lotions, toothpastes and cosmetics. ‘Now, that’s that. I’m at your dis- 
posal. Let's go and find Madame de Boves again.’ 

But. on the landing of the big, central staircase, she was brought 
to a halt once more by the Japanese department. This counter had 
grown since the days when Mouret had amused himself by taking a 
chance in the same place with a little auction stall, spread with a few 
shop-soiled trinkets, without himself foreseeing its enormous suc- 
cess. Few departments had had such modest beginnings, but now 
it was overflowing with old bronze, old ivory, old lacquer, his turn- 
over there was fifteen thousand francs each year, and he was turning 
the whole Far East, where travellers were ransacking palaces and 
temples for him. topsy-turvy. What is more the departments were 
still growing, they had launched two new ones in December, in order 
to fill the gaps during the winter off-season— a book department, and 
a children’s toy department— which would certainly also grow and 
sweep away more businesses in the neighbourhood. In four years the 
Japanese department had succeeded in attracting all the artistic clien- 
tele of Paris. 

This time Madame Desforges herself, in spite of the grudge she 
bore which had made her swear not to buy anything, succumbed to 
an ivory of charming delicacy. 
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‘Send it to me.’ she said quickly, at a nearby cash-desk. ‘Ninety 
francs, isn’t it?* 

And. seeing Madame Marty and her daughter deep in a selection 
of trashy china, she said. leading Madame Guibal away as she did 

‘You’ll find us in the reading-room ... I really must sit down for 

^ ^n the reading-room the ladies had to remain standing. All the 
chairs round the big table covered with newspapers were taken. 
Portly men were reading, leaning back, displaying their stomachs, 
without it occuring to them that it would be polite to give up their 
places. A few w'omen were writing, their noses buried in their letters, 
looking as if they were trying to hide the paper with the flowers on 
their hats. In any case, Madame de Boves was not there, and Henri- 
elte was growing impatient when she caught sight of Vallagnosc. who 
was also looking for his wife and mother-m-Iaw. He greeted her, and 

‘They're certain to be in the lace department, one can t dra-, them 

away from it .. I’ll go and see. , , . j- a 

He gallantly procured them two chairs before he disappeared. 

In the lace dcrrarinienl the crush was increasing froni minute to 
minute. It was the crowning glory of the great display of white, the 
most delicate and costly whites were to be seen there. The tempta- 
tion was acute, it gave rise to an insane wave of desire which un- 
hinged every woman. The department had been transformed into a 
white chapel. Net and guipure lace were falling from above, forming a 
while sky. like a veil of cloud, its flimsy gossamer paling the early 
morning sun. Round the columns flounces of Mechlin and Valen- 
ciennes lace were hanging down like the white skirts of ballerinas, 
tumbling right down to the ground in a shiver of whiteness. And 
everywhere, on all the counters, there was a snow of white. Spanish 
blond-lace as light as a breath. Brussels appliqu6 with broad flowers 
on fine mesh, needlepoint and Venetian lace with heavier designs. 
Alenijon and Bruges lace of a regal and almost religious richness. It 
seemed to be the white tabernacle of the God of Fashion. 

Madame de Boves, after having w'alkcd about with her daughter 
for a long time, prowling about in front of the displays and feeling 
a sensual urge to bury her hands in the materials, had just made up 
her mind to get Deloche to show her some Alen?on lace. At first he 
had brought out the imitation; but she had w’anted to sec real 
Alen 9 on, and was not content with little trimmings at three hundred 
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francs a yard, but insisted on the big flounces at a thousand francs, 
and handkerchiefs and fans costing from seven to eight hundred 
francs. Soon the counter was littered with a fortune. In one comer 
of the department Jouve the shopwalker, who had not lost interest in 
Madame de Boves in spite of her apparent dawdling, was standing 
motionless in the midst of the jostling, with an air of unconcern, his 
eyes still on her. 

‘And have you any berthas in needlepoint?’ the Countess asked. 
‘Would you show them to me, please?’ 

She looked so distinguished, with her build and voice of a prin- 
cess. that the assistant, whom she had been monopolizing for twenty 
minutes, dared not demur. He did, however, hesitate, for salesmen 
were recommended not to pile up valuable laces like that, and the 
week before he had let himself be robbed of ten yards of Mechlin. 
But she was making him flustered, he gave way and abandoned the 
pile of Alen(;on for a moment in order to take the berthas for which 
she had asked from a shelf behind him. 

‘Do look. Mamma,’ said Blanche who, at her side, was rummag- 
ing through a box full of narrow inexpensive Valenciennes. ‘You 

could get some of this for pillows.’ 

Madame de Boves did not reply. Then her daughter, looking round 
with her flabby face, saw her mother, her hands deep in the lace and 
in the act of making some flounces of Alen^on disappear up 
sleeve of her coat. Blanche did not seem surprised, she was moving 
forward with an instinctive movement in order to hide her, when 
Jouve suddenly loomed up between them. He was leaning down, 
murmuring in the Countess’s ear in a polite voice: 

‘Would you be so kind as to follow me. Madame?’ 

She rebelled for a moment. 

‘Why .should I. Monsieur?’ 

‘Would you be so kind as to follow me?’ the shop\valker repeated, 
without changing his tone. 

She cast a rapid glance around her. her face stricken with anguish. 
Then, having recovered her haughty bearing, she submitted, walking 
beside him like a queen who deigns to entrust herself to the care of 
an aide-de-camp. Not a single one of the customers crowding there 
had even noticed the scene. Deloche, who had returned to the coun- 
ter with the berthas, watched open-mouthed as she was led away: 
Wliat? Her too! That lady who looked so aristocratic! One might as 
well have them all searched! Blanche, who was left at liberty, was 
following her mother at a distance. lingering in the midst of the surge 
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of shoulders with a ghastly expression, torn between her duly not 
to abandon her and her terror of being detained with her. She saw 
her go into Bourdoncle’s office, and was content to hover outside the 
door. 

Bourdoncle, from whom Mouret had just succeeded in escaping, 
happened to be there. He usually pronounced sentence on thefts of 
this sort, committed by respectable people. Jouve, who had had his 
eye on Madame de Boves, had told him his doubts about her long 
ago; therefore he was not surprised when the shopwalker acquainted 
him with the facts in a few words; besides, such extraordinary cases 
passed through his hands that he was wont to declare that Woman, 
when carried away by her passion for clothes, was capable of any- 
thing. As he was aware of the director’s social relations with the 
thief, he treated her with the utmost politeness. 

‘Madame, we forgive these moments of weakness. ... 1 beg you to 
reflect where forgetting yourself like that might lead you. If some 
other person had seen you slipping that lace ’ 

But she interrupted him indignantly. She. a thief! For whom did 
he take her? She was the Comtcsse de Boves, her husband. Inspec- 
tor-General of Stud Farms, was received at Court. 

‘I know, I know, Madame.’ Bourdoncle was calmly repeating. ‘I 
have the honour to be acquainted with you. . . . Would you first of 
all kindly return the lace which you have on you. . . .’ 

She expostulated again, did not allow him to say another word; 
her violence made her look magnificent, and she even went so far as 
to venture the tears of a great lady who has been insulted. Anyone 
el.se but him would have been shaken, fearing some deplorable mis- 
take. for in order to avenge such slander she was threatening to sue 
him. 

‘Take care. Monsieur! My husband will go to the minister himself!’ 

‘Come now, you’re no more sensible than the rest of them.’ de- 
clared Bourdoncle. out of patience. ‘If we must, we shall have to 
search you.’ 

Still she did not flinch, but said with superb assurance: 

‘Very well, search me. . . . But I warn you, you are jeopardizing 
your shop.’ 

Jouve went to fetch two sales-girls from the corset department. 
When he came back he notified Bourdoncle that the girl who had 
been with the lady and had been left at liberty had not left the door, 
and he asked if he should arrest her too, although he had not seen 
her take anything. Bourdoncle. always correa in his behaviour. 
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since they remained unmoved, their hearts hardened from practice, 
she suddenly sat down, and with a trembling hand began to write. 
The pen was spluttering: at the words: T have stolen’ she pressed 
with such fury that they almost broke through the carbon paper; and 
she kept on repealing in a choking voice: 

‘There you are, Monsieur, there you are. Monsieur ... I yield to 

force. . . .’ 

Bourdoncle took the paper, folded it carefully, and in her pres- 
ence locked it in a drawer, saying as he did so: 

‘You can see that it won’t be alone; for ladies, having talked of 
dying rather than signing, generally omit to come and collect their 
love letters. . . . Well. I'll keep it at your disposal. You will think 
over whether it’s worth two thousand francs. 

She was finishing fastening up her dress; now that she had paid she 

was recovering all her arrogance. 

‘May I leave?’ she asked in a curt tone. 

Bourdoncle was already busy with other matters. On hearing 
Jouve’s report, he decided on Deloche’s dismissal: he was a stupid 
salesman, he was continually letting himself be robbed, and would 
never have any control over the customers. Madame de Boves re- 
peated her question, and when they had dismissed her with an afilrm- 
ative sign, she swept them both with a murderous glance. From the 
stream of coarse words which she was choking back a melodramatic 
exclamation rose to her lips: 

‘Villains!’ she said, banging the door. 

Blanche, meanwhile, had not moved from the door of the office. 
Her ignorance of what was taking place inside, and the comings and 
goings of Jouve and the two sales-girls had completely overwhelmed 
her, making her conjure up visions of the police, the assizes, prison. 
But suddenly she stared open-mouthed: her husband of a month’s 
standing, whose use of the familiar second person singular still em- 
barrassed her, was standing before her; surprised at her dazed state, 
he was questioning her. 

‘Where’s your mother? Did you lose each other? Come now. ans- 
wer me, you alarm me. . . 

She could think of no plausible lie. In her distress, she told him 
everything in a whisper. 

‘Mamma. Mamma. . . . She’s stolen something. . . .’ 

What! Stolen! At last he understood. His wife’s bloated face, that 
livid mask ravaged with fear, terrified him. 

‘Some lace, like this, in her sleeve,’ she went on blurting out. 
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‘Then you saw her do it, you were watching?* he murmured, chilled 

at the thought that she had been an accomplice. 

They had to stop talking, people were already turning round to 
look at them. For a moment Vallagnosc remained motionless, para- 
lysed by agonised hesitation. What was to be done? He was just 
making up his mind to go in to see Bourdoncle. when he caught sight 
of Mouret who was crossing the gallery. He told his wife to wait for 
him. and seized the arm of his old friend, whom he acquainted with 
the facts in disjointed phrases. The latter hastened to take him to his 
office, where he put his mind at rest about the possible consequences. 
He assured him that there was no need to intervene, and explained 
the way in which things would certainly turn out, without appearing 
to be disturbed about the theft himself, as if he had forseen it for a 
long time. But Vallagnosc, once he no longer feared an immediate 
arrest, did not react to the incident with such praiseworthy calm. He 
had thrown himself into an armchair and, now that he was able to 
reason, was launching into lamentations about his own lot. Could it 
really be true? So he had entered a family of thieves! It was a stupid 
marriage into which he had rushed in order to please her father! Sur- 
prised by this violence, which was like that of a sickly child. Mouret 
watched him weep, recalling the pessimism he had affected in the 
past. Had he not heard him discoursing on the ultimate pointlessness 
of life a hundred times, had he not considered oiily misfortune to be 
slightly amusing? And so, in order to take his mind off his troubles. 
Mouret amused himself for a moment by preaching indifference to 
him. in a tone of friendly bantering. At that Vallagnosc lost his tem- 
per: he was quite unable to regain his now compromised philoso- 
phy. the whole of his middle class upbringing was recoiling from his 
mother-in-law in virtuous indignation. As soon as he experienced 
something personally, at the slightest contact with human misery at 
which lie had pretended to sneer, the braggart sceptic in him came a 
cropper and was wounded. It was abominable, the honour of his 
ancestry was being dragged through the mire, and the world seemed 
to be cracking up as a result. 

‘Come along now. calm down,’ Mouret. overcome with pity, con- 
cluded by saying. ‘I won’t tell you that everything happens and no- 
thing happens, since that doesn’t seem to console you at the moment. 
But I think vou ought to go and offer your arm to Madame de Boves, 

which would be more sensible than creating a scandal Confound 

it! You who used to profess to be contemptuous and unmoved by the 
universal baseness of mankind!’ 
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‘Well, yes!’ exclaimed Vallagnosc naively. ‘When its in other 
people’s families.’ 

However, he had got to his feet and he followed his old school- 
friend’s advice. They were both going back to the gallery, when 
Madame de Boves came out of Bourdoncle’s room. She graciously 
accepted her son-in-law’s arm, and as Mourel bowed to her with an 
air of courteous respect, he heard her say: 

‘They offered me an apology. Really, mistakes like that are appal- 
ling.’ 

Blanche had rejoined them, and was walking behind them. They 
slowly became lost in the crowd. 

Then Mourct, alone and thoughtful, went through the shop once 
more. This scene, which had taken his mind off the conflict which 
w’as rending him. was now increasing his fever, bringing the final 
struggle within him to a head. In his mind he felt that everything was 
vaguely connected: that unfortunate woman’s theft, the final act of 
madness of his clientele which lay vanquished, prostrate at it’s temp- 
tor’s feet, evoked for him the proud avenging image of Denise, whose 
victorious heel he could feel trampling on him. He stopped at the lop 
of the central staircase, looked for a long time at the immen.se nave, 
at his multitude of women crushing each other. 

Six o’clock would soon be striking, the light which was waning 
outside was retreating from the covered galleries wliich were dark 
already, and was fading in the depths of the halls flooded witli linger- 
ing shadows. In this still not properly extinguished daylight, electric 
lamps were lighting up one by one. and their opaque white globes 
were spangling the distant depths of the departments with bright 
moons. They shed a white brightne.ss of blinding fixity, like a reflec- 
tion from some colourless star, which was killing the dusk. Then, 
when all the lamps were alight, the crowd gave a murmur of rapture,- 
beneath this new lighting the great display of white look on the fairy- 
like splendour of a transformation-scene. It seemed as if the colossal 
orgy of white was burning too, was becoming changed into light. The 
white poem was taking wing in the blazing whiteness of a dawn. A 
white gleam was sparkling from the linens and calicoes in the Mon- 
signy gallery, like the first bright streak which whitens the sky in the 
East; while the haberdashery and the trimmings, the fancy-goods 
and ribbons all along the Michodiere Gallery, were casting reflec- 
tions of distant slopes — the white glitter of molher-of-pcarl buttons, 
of silvered bronze, and of pearls. In the central nave, above all, there 
was a glory of white bathed in flames; the froth of white muslin round 
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the piUars. the white dimitys and piques which were draping the 
gtaircase the white coverlets hanging like banners, the guipures and 
white lacc floating in the air-aU this opened up a dream la- 
ment. a glimpse into the dazzling whiteness of a paradise, where me 
marriage of the unknown queen was being solemnized. The pavilion 
in the sflk hall, with its white curtains, white gauzes and white tulles, 
formed a gigantic bedchamber, and the glare of its hangings was 
sheltering the white nudity of the bride from onlookers. There was 
nothing left but a blinding dazzle, a whiteness of light m which every 
tone of white was dissolving, a dusting of stars snowing m the white 

luminosity. , . . . , ^ 

Amidst all this blaze Mouret was still looking at his multitude ot 

women. Against the pale backgrounds, black shadows were being 
carried along by force. Long eddies were breaking through the mob. 
the fever of that day of immense sales was passing away like a de- 
lirium swaying the disordered swirl of heads. People were begin- 
ning to leave, a havoc of materials was littering the counters, gold 
was tinkling in the cash-desks; while the customers despoiled and 
violated, were going away dishevelled, their sensual desires satished. 
and with the secret shame caused by yielding to temptation in the 
deptlis of some .shady hotel. And it was he who possess^ them all 
like that, who by his continual piling up of goods, by his pr>ce re- 
ductions and his returns, by his complmients and his publicity, held 
tliem at his mercy. He had even conquered the mothers themselves, 
he reigned over them all with the brutality of a despot, whose whim 
could wreck famUies. His creation was producing a new religion; 
churches, which were little by little being deserted by those of waver- 
ing faith, were being replaced by his bazaar. Woman came to speud 
her hours of idleness in his shop, the thrilling, disturbing hours which 
in the past she had spent in the depths of a chapel; for such expen- 
diture of nervous passion was necessary, it formed part of the recur- 
ring struggle between a god and a husband, the ceaselessly renew^ 
cult of the body, with the divine future life of beauty. If he had closed 
the doors, there would have been a rising in the street, a desperate 
outcry from the devout, whose confessional and altar he would have 
abolished In spite of the lateness of the hour he could see them still 
in their luxury, which in the last ten years had increased so much, 
persistently lingering beneath the enormous metal framework, and 
all along the staircases and suspension bridges, Madame Marty and 
her daughter, swept up to the very top, were wandering about among 
the furniture. Madame Bourdelais, her children holding her back. 
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could not drag herself away from the fancy-goods. Then came a 
troop: Madame de Boves, still on Vallagnosc's arm. was followed 
by Blanche, and was stopping in every department, still having the 
nerve to examine the materials in her arrogant manner. In the crush 
of customers, the sea of bosoms bursting with life, palpitating with 
desire, all decked with bunches of violets as if the nuptials of some 
sovereign were being celebrated by the populace, he could, in the 
end, no longer distinguish anything but the bare bosom of Madame 
Desforges. who had stopped in the glove department with Madame 
Guibal. In spite of her jealous rancour, she loo was buying; and yet 
once more, for the last time he fell himself the master, under the 
dazzle of the electric lights they were all at his feet, like cattle from 

which he had extracted his fortune. 

Mechanically Mouret went along the galleries, so deeply absorbed 
in his thoughts that he let himself drift with the pressure of the 
crowd. When he looked up again he was in the new millinery depart- 
ment, the windows of which looked out on the Rue du Dix-D6cembrc. 
There, his forehead pressed against the glass, he made a fresh halt 
and watched the people leaving. The selling sun was gilding the sum- 
mits of the white houses, the blue sky of the beautiful day that it had 
been was paling, cooled by a strong fresh breeze; while in the dusk 
which was already flooding the thoroughfare, the electric lights of the 
Bonheur des Dames were casting the steady brilliance of stars lit up 
on the horizon at the decline of day. Towards the Op<Sra and the 
Bourse the motionless carriages in triple lines were sunk in darkness, 
although the harness still reflected glints of bright lights— the gleam 
of a lantern, the spark from a silvered bit. Calls from liveried o.stlcrs 
were ringing out ail the lime, and a cab would advance, a brougham 
would come forward and pick up a customer, then move away at a 
resounding trot. The queues were growing smaller now; in the midst 
of the banging of doors, the cracking of whips, the buzz of pedes- 
trians overflowing between the wheels, there were six vehicles travel- 
ling abreast from one end of the street to the other. There seemed to 
be a continual thinning-out of customers who were dispersing and be- 
ing carried away to the four corners of the city, emptying the shop 
with the roaring noise of a sluice-gate. While the roofs of the Bon- 
heur, the great golden letters on the signboards and the banners 
hoisted up in the sky, were still flaming with the reflection of the sun- 
set, and looked so colossal in that oblique lighting that they con- 
jured up the monster on the advertisements, the phalanstery with its 
endlessly multiplied buildings, which were devouring whole districts 
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as far away as the distant woods of the suburbs. The soul of Paris 
hovering over it like an enormous, gentle breath, was falling asleep 
in the serenity of the evening, flowing over the last vehicles in long, 
soft caresses, escaping down the street which was gradually 
being cleared of the crowd, and disappearing in the darkness of the 
night. 

Mouret, his gaze lost in the distance, felt that something immense 
had just taken place within him; and, in the thrill of triumph with 
which his flesh was trembling, faced with Paris devoured and Wom^ 
conquered, lie experienced a sudden failing, a weakening of his will 
by which he was being overthrown in his turn as if by a superior force. 
In his victory he felt an irrational need to be conquered, it was the 
meaningless action of a general yielding on the morrow of his con- 
quest to the whim of a child. He who, for months, had been strug- 
gling, who only that morning had still been swearing he would stifle 
his passion, had suddenly given in. overcome with vertigo, and 
happy to do something which he believed to be silly. His decision, so 
rapidly taken, gathered such momentum from one minute to the 
next that he no longer considered anything else in the world to have 
any importance or to be necessary. 

That evening, after the last meal service, he waited in his study. 
He was trembling like a young man whose whole happiness is at 
stake, and could not remain in one spot, but kept on returning to the 
door in order to listen to the vague din from the shop, where the assis- 
tants, up to their shoulders in the havoc from the sale, were folding 
up the goods. His heart beat at the slightest sound of footsteps. Then, 
on hearing in the distance a mufiled murmur, which was gradually 
swelling, he felt a thrill and rushed forward. 

Lhomme was slowly approaching, loaded with the takings. On that 
day the weight was so great, there was so much copper and silver in 
the cash taken, that he had made two porters accompany him. Be- 
hind him. Joseph and one of his colleagues were bending under the 
sacks, enormous sacks thrown over their shoulders like sacks of 
cement; while Lhomme was walking ahead and carrying the notes 
and the gold in a wallet bulging with paper, and in two bags hanging 
round his neck, weighting him down on his right-hand side, the side 
on which he had lost an arm. Slowly, sweating and puffing, he had 
come from the far end of the shop, throu^ the growing excitement 
of the salesmen. Those in the gloves and silks had laughingly offered 
to relieve him of his burden; tlmse in the cloths and woollens had 
wished him to take a false step which would have strewn gold all 
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over the department. Then he had had to go up a staircase, cross a 
suspension bridge, go up again, turning through the girders, followed 
by the gazes of the salesmen in the household linen, the hosiery and 
the haberdashery, who stood gaping with ecstasy at the sight of such 
a fortune travelling through the air. On the first floor the gowns, the 
perfumes, the laces and the shawls had lined up with devotion as 
if God himself was passing by. With every step he took the hubbub 
was increasing, becoming the uproar of a nation bowing down to the 
golden calf. 

Mouret, meanwhile, had opened his door. Lhomme appeared, 
followed by the two porters, who were staggering; and although 
he was out of breath, he nevertheless still had sufficient strength to 

shout: 

‘One million, two hundred and forty-seven francs, ninety-five 
centimes!’ 

It was a million at last, a million collected in one day. the figure of 
which Mouret had dreamed for so long! But he made a gesture of 
anger, and with the disappointed air of a man disturbed in his vigil 
by an unwelcome intruder, he said in an irritated way: 

*A million? Very well, put it there.’ 

Lhomme knew that he liked to see big takings on his desk, before 
they were deposited in the central counting-house. The million cov- 
ered the desk, crushed down the papers on it and almost upset the 
ink; and the gold, silver and copper, flowing from the sacks and 
bursting out of the bags, made a great heap, a heap of raw takings, 
just as they had left the customers’ hands, still warm and alive. 

Just as the cashier was withdrawing, cut to the heart by his em- 
ployer’s indifference. Bourdoncle arrived, exclaiming gaily: 

‘Well! We’ve got it this time! We’ve reached a million!’ 

But noticing Mouret’s restless preoccupation, he realized the cause 
of it, and recovered his composure. His gaze had lit up with joy. and 
after a short silence, he resumed: 

‘You’ve made up your mind, haven’t you? Upon my word. I think 
you’re right.’ 

Suddenly Mouret planted himself squarely in front of him, and in 
the terrifying voice he had on days of crisis, he said: 

‘I say. my good fellow, you’re a bit too gay. . . . You think I’m 
finished, don’t you, and you’re sharpening your teeth. You beware! 
People don’t eat me up!’ 

Disconcerted by this blunt attack by that diabolic man who always 
guessed everything. Bourdoncle blurted out: 
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‘What’s that? You’re joking!’ I, who’ve got so much admiration 
for you!* 

’Don’t lie!’ Mouret went on more violently. ‘Listen, we were stupid 
to have that superstition that marriage would sink us. After all, isn’t 
it the health necessary to life, its very strength and order. Well! Yes. 
my dear fellow, I’m going to marry her. and I’ll kick you all out if 
you lift a finger. Yes. precisely! You’ll proceed to the pay-desk just 
like anyone else, Bourdoncle!’ 

He dismissed him with a gesture. Bourdoncle felt himself con- 
demned, swept away by the victory of Woman. He left the room. Just 
then Denise was coming in, and he saluted her with a deep bow, hav- 
ing lost all his self-possession. 

‘It’s you at last,’ said Mouret gently. 

Denise was pale with emotion. She had just suffered a final grief, 
for Deloche had told her of his dismissal: and when she had tried to 
keep him back by offering to intercede for him, he had clung to his 
misfortune, saying he wanted to disappear: what was the good of stay- 
ing? Why should he stand in the way of more fortunate people? 
Denise, overcome with tears, had bade him a sisterly farewell. After 
all, was she not herself hoping to forget? Soon it would all be over, 
and all she asked of her exhausted powers was courage for the separ- 
ation. In a few minutes, if she had sufficient valour to break her own 
heart, she would be able to go away and weep somewhere far away, 
alone. 

‘Monsieur, you said you wished to see me,’ she said in her calm 
way. ‘In any case, I would have come to thank you for all your kind- 
ness.’ 

As she came in she caught sight of the million on the desk, and the 
display of all that money grated on her. Above her, as if watching 
the scene, the portrait of Madame H^douin in its golden frame had 
its eternal smile on its painted lips. 

‘You’re still resolved to leave us?’ asked Mouret, whose voice was 

trembling. 

‘Yes, Monsieur, I must.’ 

Then he seized her hands and. his tenderness bursting out after 
the frigidity he had forced himself to have towards her for so long, he 
said: 

‘And if I was to marry you, Denise, would you still leave?* 

But she had withdrawn her hands, she was struggling as if stricken 
by some great sorrow. 

‘Oh! Monsieur Mouret, don’t say more, I beg of you! Oh! Don’t 
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make me more unhappy!. ... I can’t! I can t! God is my witness that 
I was going away so as to avoid a misfortune like that!’ 

She went on defending herself in broken phrases. Had she not 
already suffered enough from the gossip of the shop? Did he want 
her to seem a trollop in other people’s eyes as well as in her own? 
No, no, she would be strong-minded, she would prevent him from 
doing anything so silly. He was listening to her in torment, repeating 


passionately: 

‘I wish it I wish it ’ 

‘No, it’s impossible And what about my brothers? I ve sworn 

never to marry, I can’t bring you two children, can 1 ? 

‘They’ll be my brothers too . . . say yes. Denise!’ 

‘No, no. Oh! Leave me. you're tormenting me!’ ^ . , 

Little by little he was losing heart, driven mad by this final obstacle. 
What! Even at that price she still refused! In the distance he could 
hear the uproar of his three thousand employees, shifting his rega 
fortune about by the armful. And before him lay that idiotic million. 
He could not bear the mockery of it. and would gladly have thrown 


it all out into the street. , . • .u 

‘Well then go!’ he exclaimed in a flood of tears. Go and rejoin the 

man you love. . . . That's the reason, isn’t it? You warned me. I 
ought to have known, and not tormented you any longer. 

She was staggered at the violence of this despair. Her heart was 
bursting. Then, sobbing herself, with the impetuosity of a child she 
flung her arms round his neck, blurting out as she did so: 

‘Oh! Monsieur Mouret, it’s you I love!’ 

A last confused murmur, the distant acclamation of the crowd, 
rose from the Bonheur des Dames. The portrait of Madame Hddouin 
was still smiling with its painted lips. Mouret had collapsed on to the 
desk, where he was sitting in the middle of his million which he no 
longer even noticed. He was holding Denise to him, clasping her dis- 
tractedly to his breast, telling her that she could go away now. that 
she could spend a month at Valognes, \yhich would put an end to 
gossip, and that then he would go there himself to fetch her, to bring 
her back, all powerful, on his arm. 
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